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PREFACE 


No one could be more aware than I that the following pages 
present an exploratory sketch rather than a definitive analysis. 
But as C. Wright Mills once said in a similar connection, I had 
a choice between conclusively demonstrating something trivial 
(such as who influenced whom in the genesis of the concept 
that the earth belongs to the living generation) or being pro¬ 
vocative about a matter of importance: whether, and if so in 
what sense, one can speak of an American radicalism before 
the Civil War; and, naturally, I chose the latter. 

Any critic of the American present must have profoundly 
mixed feelings about our country s past. On the one hand, 
he will feel shame and distrust toward Founding Fathers who 
tolerated slavery, exterminated Indians, and blandly assumed 
that a good society must be based on private property. On 
the other hand, he is likely to find himself articulating his own 
demands in the Revolutionaiy language of inalienable rights, 
a natural higher law, and the right to revolution. 
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PREFACE 


The traditioii I have attempted to describe made the follow¬ 
ing affirmations: that the proper foundation for government is 
a universal law of right and wrong self-evident to the intuitive 
common sense of every man; that freedom is a power of 
personal self-direction which no man can delegate to another; 
that the purpose of society is not the protection of property 
but fulfillment of the needs of living human beings; that good 
citizens have the right and duty, not only to overthrow in¬ 
curably oppressive governments, but before that point is 
reached to break particular oppressive laws; and that we owe 
our ultimate allegiance, not to this or that nation, but to the 
whole f amil y of man. 

This tradition is both English and American. One of my 
principal conclusions is that its theoretical axioms were first 
clearly articulated by a group of English radicals in the quarter- 
century preceding the Declaration of Independence. The 
reader may find the first two chapters, dealing with these 
axioms, hard going. I can only plead that the Declaration itself 
emerged in part from the polemics of Price and Priestley, 
Sharp, Cartwright, and Paine; and further, that as radical 
abolitionists used the Declaration to justify nonvoting, tax 
refusal, and other extreme tactics, they repeatedly drew directly 
on the same English theorists. Radical American “praxis” (the 
word Marx used to describe practical-critical activity) de¬ 
rived from radical English theory. 

This Anglo-American tradition was linked, in turn, both to 
Rousseau, who influenced America by way of England, and to 
Marx, whose concepts of alienation and fetishism can be 
paralleled in the pages of Walden. David Herreshoff writes 
in his American Disciples of Marx that “the socialist and in¬ 
dividualist movements of the nineteenth century had common 
inteU^tual origins.” I agree; and this book seeks to explore 
certain intellectual themes which Marxism and native Amer¬ 
ican radicalism share. 

Hopefully it will also be clear that there are a number of 
things worth doing which the present study does not attempt. 
Ideas do not exist in vacuo; and it goes without saying that 
impinging social pressures in England were connected with 
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Price’s clarification of the theory of ethics and Priestley’s of 
political philosophy. Those c'onnections have begun to be 
assessed by scholars such as George Rudd and E. P. Thompson. 
But they did not seem essential to the argument here, for 
which it is enough to say that, by whatever processes, a certain 
complex of ideas appeared in England which became available 
to Americans as an intellectual resource. 

Nor have I felt obligated to demonstrate in detail the im¬ 
pact of the ideas of English radicals on their American readers. 
Every student of the ideas of the American Revolution has 
recognized that impact (see pages 25-26, below). The phe¬ 
nomenon of Thomas Paine should be demonstration enough 
that the transmission of English radical ideas to the A merican 
resistance movement is no mere scholar’s invention. 

But let me put the baldest face on my intention. In one sense 
the concern of the following chapters is ahistorical. I am less 
interested in eighteenth-century radicalism than in twentieth- 
century radicalism. Accordingly, the process of historical causa¬ 
tion—how certain ideas came into being, what influence they 
subsequently had—matters less to me than the fact that those 
ideas existed. I want to show, simply, that we are not the first 
to have found an inherited deterministic radicalism inhibiting, 
nor is ours the first attempt to make an opportunity of that 
dilemma. The characteristic concepts of the existential radi¬ 
calism of today have a long and honorable history. Acquaint¬ 
ance with that history may help in sharpening intellectual 
tools for the work of tomorrow. 

As to acknowledgments. Kenneth Rosenthal not only checked 
and rechecked footnotes and quotations, but did significant 
independent research on the themes of the book. Jim Bond per¬ 
formed similar services at a later stage. I am deeply grateful. 

S. L. 



For by naturall birth, dll men are equally and alike borne 
to like propriety, liberty and freedome, and as we are de- 
lioered of God by the hand of nature into this world, every 
one with a naturdU, innate, freedome and propriety (as it 
were writ in the table of every mans heart, never to be 
obliterated) even so are we to live, every one equally and 
alike to enjoy his Birthright and priviledge; even aU 
tohereof God by nature hath made him free. 

RiCHA3a> Overton, An Arrow Against AU 
Tyrants and Tyranny, Shot from the 
Prison of Neiv-Gate into the Prerogative 
Bowels of the Arbitrary House of Lords 
(London, 1646) 

There is a higher law than the law of government. Thafs 
the law of conscience. 

Stokely Carmichael, UPI dispatch 
October 28, 1966 


PoUiicdl freedom ... is an elemental condition of the 
mdkndudl wSL 


Carl Oglesby, Containment and Change 
(New YoA, 1967) 



CONTENTS 


Preface v 

Introduction! THE lUGHT OF KEVOLUTION 3 

I / THEORY 

Chapter is 'I'KirrilS SELF-EVIDENT 17 

Chapter %t CEHTAIN INALIENABLE RIGHTS 43 

II / PRAXIS 

Chapter 3: THE EARTH BELONGS TO THE LIVINC; 67 
Chapter 4: GAST YOUR WHOLE VOTE 100 

Chapter 5: MY COUNTRY IS THE WORLD 130 

Conclusion! BICAMEMLISM FROM BELOW 160 


Index 


177 



INTRODUCTION: 


THE 

RIGHT 

OF 

REVOLUTION 


Americans have made two revolutions, in 1776-1783 and in 
1861-1865. They were "bourgeois” revolutions: the first pre¬ 
served inherited property as it destroyed inherited government, 
the second enhanced property in factories and railroads as it 
abolished property in man.^ Nevertheless, it is untrue that the 
American Revolution and the Civil War had no “ideology . . . 
capable of being made universal.”* To energize and explain 
these upheavals, the men who made them created a revolu¬ 
tionary intellectual tradition. They addressed to the opinion 
of mankind the dramatic proposition that all men are created 
equal with natural liberties which, if taken away at all, cannot 
be justly taken without consent. As Thomas Paine observed, 
the American Revolution was unique precisely in being “a 
revolution in the principles and practise of governments” and 
not “merely a separation from England.”® That is why those 
principles have been echoed by revolutionaries the world over 
from that day to this (most recently by the Vietnamese, whose 
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The tradition I have attempted to describe made the follow¬ 
ing aflBrmations: that the proper foundation for government is 
a universal law of right and wrong self-evident to the intuitive 
common sense of every man; that freedom is a power of 
personal self-direction which no man can delegate to another; 
that the purpose of society is not the protection of property 
but fulfillment of the needs of living human beings; that good 
citizens have the right and duty, not only to ovcrtlirow in¬ 
curably oppressive governments, but before that point is 
reached to break particular oppressive laws; and that we owe 
our ultimate allegiance, not to this or that nation, but to the 
whole family of man. 

This tradition is both English and American. One of my 
principal conclusions is that its theoretical axioms were first 
clearly articulated by a group of English radicals in the quarter- 
century preceding the Declaration of Independence. The 
reader may find the first two chapters, dealing with these 
axioms, hard going. I can only plead that the Declaration itself 
emerged in part from the polemics of Price and Priestley, 
Sharp, Cartwright, and Paine; and further, that as radical 
abolitionists used the Declaration to justify nonvoting, tux 
refusal, and other extreme tactics, they repeatedly drew directly 
on the same English theorists. Radical American “praxis” (the 
word Marx used to describe practical-critical activity) de¬ 
rived from radical English theory. 

This Anglo-American tradition was linked, in turn, both to 
Rousseau, who influenced America by way of England, and to 
Marx, whose concepts of alienation and fetishism can be 
paralleled in the pages of Walden. David Herreshoff writes 
in his American Disciples of Marx that “the socialist and in¬ 
dividualist movements of the nineteenth century had common 
intellectual origins.” I agree; and this book seeks to explore 
certain intellectual themes which Marxism and native Amer¬ 
ican radicalism share. 

Hopefully it will also be clear that there are a number of 
things worth doing which the present study does not attempt. 
Ideas do not exist in vacuo', and it goes without saying that 
impinging social pressures in England were connected with 
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drafted in the direction of states* rights and the defense of 
Southern sectionalism. But in doing so JefiEerson continued to 
invoke the Declaration of Independence, as did the very 
language of the South Carolina Declaration of the Causes of 
Secession in 1860. Northern radicalism also traced its lineage 
to Independence Hall. On July 4, 1826, the day Jefferson and 
John Adams died, Robert Owen delivered a declaration of 
"mental independence” comprising secularism, equality of the 
sexes, and common ownership. These ideas inspired one cur¬ 
rent of Jacksonian dissent. But William Lloyd Garrison, any¬ 
thing but secular and intensely anti-Jacksonian, also adopted 
the rhetoric of the Declaration in drafting the manifestos of 
the American Anti-Slavery Society in 1833 and the New Eng¬ 
land Non-Resistance Society in 1838. Lincoln referred to the 
Declaration of Independence as the "standard maxim for a 
free society” and compared its role as a spiritual regulator to 
that of the Biblical injunction, "Be ye perfect.”® The Radical 
Republicans, Charles Sumner for example, maintained that the 
Declaration was part of the United States Constitution, or if 
it was not should at once be made so. 

After the Civil War the glittering generalities of the Declara¬ 
tion retained their potency, and American radicalism continued 
to present itself as their fulfillment. “The reform I have pro¬ 
posed,” wrote Henry George in Progress and Tovertt/y 

. . . is . . . but the carrying out in letter and spirit of the truth 
enunciated in the Declaration of Independence. . . . They who 
look upon Liberty as having accomplished her mission, when 
she has abolished hereditary privileges and given men the ballot, 
. . . have not seen her real gjrandeur. . . . We cannot go on 
prating of the inah’enable rights of man and then denying the 
inalienable right to the bounty of the Creator.® 

Edward Bellamy, in Looking Backward^ had Doctor Leete 
explain the new society to Julian West in similar terms. “In a 
word,” he said, “the people of the United States concluded to 
assume the conduct of their own business, just as one hundred 
odd years before they had assumed the conduct of their own 
government, organizing now for industrial purposes on pre¬ 
cisely the same grounds that they had then organized for 
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political purposes.”’ Henry Demarest Lloyd invoked the an- 
slogf of the American Revolution in Wealth Against Common¬ 
wealth, deckling: 

Myriads of experiments to get the substance of liberty out of 
the forms of tyraimy, to believe in princes, to trust good men 
to do good as kings, have taught the inexorable truth that, in 
the economy of nature, form and substance must move together, 

. .. Identic^ is the lesson we are learning with regard to indus¬ 
trial power and property.. . . 

Tliberty recast the old forms of government into the Republic,” 
lioyd concluded, “and it must remould our institutions of 
wealth into the Commonwealth.”® For Eugene Debs, Patrick 
Henry was “one of my first heroes; and my passion for his 
eloquent and burning defiance of King George inspired the 
first speech I ever attempted in public.” Among the French 
and American revolutionaries who inspired Debs, Tom Paine 
“towered above them all.”® 

During the New Deal and World War II, it was voguish 
among radicals to identify their various causes with the alleged 
tradition of “Jefferson, Jackson, and Lincoln.” The New Left 
of the 1960s, despite its oft-described sense of alienation and 
its quarrel with the intellectual habits of the previous genera¬ 
tion, also uses the Revolution as a touchstone. Thus in Novem¬ 
ber 1965 Carl Oglesby, then president of Students for a 
Dmocratic Society, asked an antiwar demonstration gathered 
at the Washington Monument to imagine what Thomas Jeffer¬ 
son or Thomas Paine would say to President Johnson and 
McGeorge Bundy about the war in Vietnam. And in August 
1966, when the House Un-American Activities Committee sub- 
poe^ed antiwar activists, the head of the Free University 
of New York issued a statement invoking the Green Mountain 
Boys, and the chairman of the Berkeley Vietnam Day Commit- 
app^ed in the hearing chamber in the uniform of an 
oflBcer of Gemrge Washington s army. 

Amencan Revolutionaiy rhetoric has been as popular with 
^ucated poor men as with articulate spokesmen, vrith 
Marxists as wi4 non-Marxists, with Negroes as with whites. 
AH, m the words of rebellious New York tenants in the 1840s, 
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have sought to "take up the ball of the Revolution where our 
fathers stopped it and roU it to the final consummation of 
freedom and independence of the Masses ” Thus American 
Marxists, except for a short period under the influence of 
Friedrich Sorge, have “viewed labor radicalism as a movement 
to redeem the promise of the American Revolution.” For in¬ 
stance, Daniel De Leotfs rigidly doctrinaire Socialist Labor 
Party asserted in its 1889 program that “the inalienable right 
of all men to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness” was its 
objective, too.^^ The same generalization holds for the history 
of black radicalism in America. The first major slave insurrec¬ 
tion following the Revolution planned to march imder a flag 
reading “Death or Liberty.” One of the most celebrated fugi¬ 
tive slaves of the nineteenth century declared he was inspired 
by “that law which God wrote on the table of my heart, in¬ 
spiring the love of freedom, and impelling me to seek it at 
every hazard.” Both the NAACP and SNCC derive from 
W. E. B. Du Bois s seminal essay “Of Mr. Booker T. Washington 
and Others” that ended with an appeal to “those great words 
which the sons of the Fathers would fain forget”: the preamble 
to the Declaration of Independence. The most militant Afro- 
Americans in the 1960s, similarly, still refer to a “higher law 
than the law of government” and to the conflict between 
“property rights” and ‘liuman rights,” as did earlier American 
revolutionaries, white and black,^^ 

For almost two hundred years all kinds of American radicals 
have traced their intellectual origins to the Declaration of 
Independence and to the Revolution it justified. They have 
stubbornly refused to surrender the memory of the American 
Revolution to liberalism or reaction, insisting that only radical¬ 
ism could make real the rhetoric of 1776. 

n 

This process of looking backward has its perils. In its un¬ 
critical historiography of Jefferson, Jackson, and Lincoln, the 
Old Left mirrored its overcommitment to Franklin Roosevelt. 
Just as they failed to maintain suflBcient political distance from 
F.D.R.*s coalition, so in rewriting American history radicals 
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of the New Deal era maintained too little intellectual distance 
between themselves and reform leaders of the past. In fact, it 
was m more accurate to characterize Jefferson, Jackson, and 
as “friends of the common man” than it was to term 
Franklin Roosevelt “progressive” and leave the matter there. 
By ddFending states' rights and Southern sectional interests, 
Jefferson by impKcation protected slavery; by defending the 
Union and Northern sectional interests, Lincoln by implication 
promoted capitalism. It would be more accurate to say that 
at obtain periods of their lives Jefferson and Lincoln expressed 
a revolutionary tradition, than to say that they created it. Six 
months before the Declaration of Independence a republican 
thetMry of natural rights was articulated by Paine and Richard 
Price. Long before Lincoln quoted the Declaration of Inde¬ 
pendence against slavery, abolitionists had roughhewed a 
revolutionary theory from the Declaration and the Bible. The 
(haracteristic exponents of the revolutionary tradition were 
pocn: workingmen who did not go to college and rarely held 
public ofiBce, such as Paine, Garrison, George, and Debs. 

But if thoe is danger in romanticizing the past by fabricating 
a radicalism which was not there, it is equally misleading to 
suppose that there was no American radicalism prior to the 
formation of an industrial proletariat or the advent of Marxist 
ttecHy. A continuous radical tradition existed. Ambiguous 
ideological axioms evolved, under the pressure of events, into 
radical corollaries which threatened private property and the 
authority of the state. These pages dwell on that imfolding 
clarification of abstract ideas. But it must not be forgotten 
that behind the words, constantly translating the printed 
pamphlet into the sermon or stump speech, and speeches into 
the whispers of conspiracy, stood men. When one asserts the 
reahty rf an unbroken continuity between the revolutionaries 
of 1776 and twentieth-century radicals, one refers not only 
to the intellectual fact that, for example, early nineteenth- 
century American socialists built on Jeffersons dictum that 
the earth belongs to the living”;^ but also to the human fact 
that a son of utopian socialist Robert Owen was the principal 
draftsmaii of the Fourteenth Amendment, and a son of John 
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Brown sent grapes to the Haymarket anarchists as they awaited 
execution.^^ 

The prophets of twentieth-century American radicalism. 
Debs and Du Bois, viewed themselves as executors of an 
American tradition which they were proud to inherit Thus 
both men reverenced John Brown, whom Du Bois praised 
for (among other things) his “inchoate but growing belief in 
a more just and a more equal distribution of property,’' and 
Debs called “History’s Greatest Hero.”^^ Debs’s best-remem¬ 
bered speech, to the jury on the occasion of his conviction for 
sedition in World War I, was a miniature history of the United 
States for radicals. He reminded his listeners that Samuel 
Adams had been condemned as an incendiary and Patrick 
Henry as a traitor, that Washington, Adams, and Paine “were 
the rebels of their day.” Then the abolitionists began “another 
mighty agitation.” Elijah Lovejoy, “opposed to chattel slavery 
—^just as I am opposed to wage slavery,” was “despised in his 
day as are the leaders of the I.W.W. in our day.” It was my 
good fortune. Debs continued, to know Wendell Phillips per¬ 
sonally; Garrison, Gerrit Smith, Thaddeus Stevens were once 
“regarded as monsters of depravity” but “you are teaching 
your children to revere their memories.” 

Then Debs turned to the theme of internationalism, quoting 
Paine’s and Garrison’s words, “My country is the world.” He 
referred to Lincoln’s opposition to the war with Mexico, and 
maintained that he himself did not go so far as Phillips, who 
had said that “the glory of free men is that they trample unjust 
laws under their feet.” He ended, as his biographer notes, by 
paraphrasing, perhaps unconsciously, John Brown’s last words 
to his jury in 1859.^® 

Politically as personally, recourse to the past can be a means 
of retrogression and escape; but it can also be ihe first step 
in a process of liberation. With or without the help of therapists 
all of us occasionally look back to our individual pasts to find 
strength for new beginnings. With or without the help of 
historians, similarly, Americans concerned to change the 
society around them have made appropriate use of the past 
as a source for forgotten alternatives, for encouragement to 
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eodore. The RevoIution-cimi-Declaration can legitimately pro¬ 
vide that “frequent recurrence to fundamental principles” which 
the Viiginia Bill of Rights advised. 

HI 

Distant and archaic as it may often appear, the language 
(rf tte Etedaration of Independence remains relevant as an in¬ 
strument for social transformation. What pre-Civil War radicals 
meant by these old words has much in common with what the 
modem radical movement means by its own characteristic 
phrases. Men should be free, according to the revolutionary 
tradition, because on joining society they do not surrender their 
AggpnHal natural powers. If existing society abuses those powers, 
men should demand their restoration at once: “immediate 
emancipation,” or as Garrison sometimes put it, “freedom 
now-*^® 

Existential radicals of the mid-twentieth century have re¬ 
discovered the central affir mations of the older tradition. They 
have learned in the concentration camp or the American South 
that no external circumstances can deprive man of his capacity 
to be a free moral agent. At the Nuremburg Tribunal and else¬ 
where, they began to talk once more about the attributes of 
man as man: to use Jefferson’s language, about “the common 
li^ts of mankind,” “the rights of human nature,” the “sacred” 
laws of nations “which even savage nations observe.”^*^ 

Fot us, then, it is no longer satisfactory to dismiss the 
a^teenth-centuiy rhetoric as mere myth. Even Carl Becker, 
author of an excellent study on the Declaration, discounted its 
philosc^hy as “a humane and engaging faith” which, however, 
was founded not on fact but on “a superficial knowledge of 
history ” and a “naive faith in the instinctive virtues of human 
kmcL”^* The young Karl Marx found the meaning of the Dec¬ 
laration equally transparent. The liberty protected by the 
French and American bills and declarations of rights was, for 
Marx, *^he right to do everything which does not harm others.” 
It rested, not on a communal relation between men, “but rather 
upon ihe separation of man from man.” It was “the right of the 
ckcumscTibed individual, withdrawn into himself,” “the right 
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of self-interest." Citing the bills of rights of Revolutionary 
Pennsylvania and New Hampshire (the texts of which he foimd 
in Beaumont's Marie), Marx analyzed the "imprescriptible" 
and "inalienable" right of religious liberty as simply the reflec¬ 
tion in the superstructure of bourgeois society of the absolute 
right of private property which was its economic base. Thus 
religion in capitalist society "is no longer the essence of com¬ 
munity, but... an expression of the fact that man is separated 
from community^ Like the economy, bourgeois ideology is 
fragmented, privatized: “only the abstract avowal of an in¬ 
dividual folly, a private whim or caprice."^® 

Marx's analysis of the eighteenth century's "rights of man" 
was brilliant but one-sided. He exaggerated his own intellectual 
distance from the French and American manifestos, for he too 
built his intellectual system on the concept of “alienation" 
(Entfremdung) which he took from Hegel. Alienated man, as 
Marx portrayed him, was man "corrupted, lost to himself, . . . 
subjected to the rule of inhuman conditions":^^ one who had 
transformed his own energies into things and institutions out¬ 
side himself which returned to oppress him. “Alienation" as 
described by Marx has a good deal m common with the Dec¬ 
laration's description of government as a creation of men de¬ 
signed to secure their "inalienable" rights, which on occasion 
becomes destructive of the ends for which it was designed. 

Marx was right, of course, in perceiving a capitalist com¬ 
ponent in the American Revolution. The ambiguity of the 
Revolution's philosophy lay in aiSBrming personal liberty while 
at the same time linking it to private property and economic 
self-interest. As Richard Hofstadter observes, the Founding 
Fathers “thought man was a creature of rapacious self-interest, 
and yet they wanted him to be free—^free, in essence, to con¬ 
tend, to engage in an umpired strife, to use property to get 
property. . . . They had no hope and they offered none for 
any ultimate organic change in the way men conduct them¬ 
selves."^^ Hofstadter s generalization is as applicable to James 
Madison or to John Adams as it is to Alexander Hamilton. 
Hamilton wrote in 1775 that "in contriving any system of 
government . . . every man ought to be supposed a knave; 
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and have no other end in all his actions, but private in- 
terest (a saying of Machiavellis which Hamilton found in 
Hmne).^ But Madison, too, believed that freedom was in- 
cKHiceivable without greed and competition: 


liberty is to faction what air is to fire, an aliment without which 
it instantly expires. But it could not be less folly to abolish lib¬ 
erty, which is ess^tial to political life, because it nourishes 
factKHi, dian it would be to wish the annihilation of air, which 
is essential to animal life, because it imparts to fire its destructive 
agaicy.^ 


The result was in significant r^pects a closed society, which 
held the meagerest hopes for human nature and foreclosed 
in advance the possibility that a community might be both 
free and fratemaL 


Both American abolitionism and Marxism rebelled against 
Ae results of the eighteenth-century revolutions. To a signi¬ 
ficant extent the two movements shared a common vocabulary, 
desinng the "^transcendence” (Aztfhebung) of mans alienated 
ccmditioii and the reconstruction of society as a voluntary 
associatioo of free moral agents: in the words of the Communist 


Manifesto, an association in which the free development of 
each is the condition for the free development of all. But 
despite these siinilarities between the American revolutionary 
tradition and Marxism,Marx s American contemporaries laid 
mme stress than he did on the experienced reality of conscience 
and the for personal commitment. For Marx, responsible 
social ac^ presupposed a rational survey of the economic 
situation in which one planned to act Inevitably the required 
RBafysK feD to an elite which had the leisure and training to 
niake it. Despite his anphasis on the dependence of theory 
pactice, Marx felt considerable distrust for workingmen 
who sought to change society on the basis of their own experi- 
^ ^ peanceptions.25 In this he somewhat resembled those 
American Founding Fathers who considered moral outrage 
skvay premature and utopian, and placed their hope 
for ^ eventual abolition in long-run economic trends. 

^ something to say to Mail’s 
chaleetical matemlism just as it spoke tellingly to the material- 
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ism of the Founding Fathers. What it has to say is this: One 
cannot entrust men with a collective right to revolution unless 
one is prepared for them to revolutionize their lives from day 
to day; one should not invoke the ultimate act of revolution 
without willingness to see new institutions perpetually im¬ 
provised from below; the withering away of the state must 
begin in the process of changing the state; freedom must mean 
freedom now. 
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CHAPTER 1: 


TRUTHS 

SELF-EVIDENT 


The Declaration of Independence is so familiar that, to use 
its own language, its propositions seem “self-evident.” But the 
Declaration's assertions were not commonplace and inevitable 
I at the time they were written, nor are they so now. In the 
I mid-eighteenth century (as in the mid-twentieth) a sophisti¬ 
cated social science viewed with amused contempt any argu- 
: ment which failed to recognize that what is held good in one 
culture may be considered bad by another: that ethics are 
determined by environment. The ‘hest minds” of the EnKghten- 
ment came to believe that the state of nature, the social con¬ 
tract, and the rights of man—^in short, the apparatus of John 
Locke’s political philosophy—were human inventions. To grasp 
the significance of the Declaration as a source of revolutionary 
ideas one must first grasp equally firmly that from the stand¬ 
point of the ethical relativism of a Montesquieu, Voltaire, or 
Hume it seemed a piece of provincial propaganda, charming 
perhaps, but founded on fiction and unworthy of serious intel- 
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lectual attention. It is not untrue to say that the languages of the 
Declaration is the language of Locke; but to .say no more than 
that ignores the fact that by the third quarter of the eight¬ 
eenth century the natural rights philosophy had been soriou.sly 
called into question, and required to be restated in a way that 
incoiporated the insights of its critics. The distinctive qualities 
of the Declaration are the product of that struggle. 

The preamble to the Declaration of Independence makes its 
case in universal terms. It appeals not to the Briti.sh constitu¬ 
tion but to nature and nature’s God. It .speaks not of the rights 
of Englishmen known to lawyers but of rights of man self- 
evident to all. These qualities led an earlier generation of 
historians to assume that the Declaration had been influenced 
by Rousseau. 

Since the publication in 1922 of Becker’s Declaration of In¬ 
dependence, historians have been content to ascribe its intel¬ 
lectual origins to John Locke. As Becker put it, “J®ff®rson 
copied Locke.”* The recent scholarship of Bernard Bailyn and 
others adds the corollary that Americans often copied, not 
Locke himself, but English publicists of the early eighteenth 
century who made Locke accessible in popularized form. Among 
these publicists the names mo.st often mentioned are John 
Trenchard and Thomas Gordon, joint authors of Cato's Letters, 
most of which appeared in the Engli.sh press during the years 
1720-1723.2 

The trend of recent interpretation has more and more diluted 
the Declaration’s revolutionary content. When Becker referred 
to Jefferson’s use of Locke, he did so in the context of his 
thesis that the colonists turned to Locke’s natural rights phi¬ 
losophy only when reasoning based on “positive law and 
custom” had failed. According to Becker, “step by step, from 
1764 to 1776, the colonists modified their theory to suit then- 
needs.” If in the end Americans resorted to a theory which was 
not original, still it was a theory sharply distinct from the 
appeal to precedents and charters with which they began the 
dispute.® 

Bernard Bailyn’s modification of Becker’s thesis stresses the 
continuity between the thought of the American Revolution 
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and English Opposition thought of the early eighteenth cen¬ 
tury. “The configuration of ideas and attitudes” which made 
up the Revolutionary ideology appeared “intact—completely 
formed—as far back as the 1730 s.” In Bailyn's treatment the 
drama and daring of the appeal to nature against established 
authority fade from sight. Having observed at the outset of his 
discussion that “most commonly the thought of the Revolution 
has been seen simply as an expression of the natural rights 
philosophy/" Bailyn ends with an interpretation in which the 
natural rights philosophy hardly figures at all.^ 

The argument presented in this and the next chapter chal¬ 
lenges the conclusions of both Becker and Bailyn. Its con¬ 
tention is not only that an appeal to natural rights meant 
something quite different than an appeal to constitutional 
law, but also that the words of Locke's natural rights phi¬ 
losophy meant something quite different to Anglo-American 
radicals in the 1770s than they had signified a century before 
to Locke himself. 

Consider Locke and Paine. It can be argued that, at least 
up to the publication of his Rights of Man, Part Second, 
Paine's political thought merely echoed Locke's theory of na¬ 
tural rights and social contract. But this observation looks only 
to the bare surface of their language, not to the context in 
'which the language was used. Locke, who blamed poverty 
on the poor, sought to protect all forms of property including 
chattel slavery, and took it for granted that government must 
be the business of educated gentlemen, would have been 
horrified to find his doctrine turned toward the advocacy of 
common sense, government by common men, finally even com¬ 
mon property.® 

What needs clarification is the intellectual background to 
the new modeling of Locke's old meanings by Revolutionary 
radicals. We shall find that the preparatory steps took place 
largely in England, among a group of radical Englishmen 
associated with non-Anglican (Nonconformist or Dissenting) 
Protestant denominations such as the Quakers to whom Paine's 
father belonged. These men transferred to secular political 
discourse that reliance on the individual conscience of unedu- 
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cated men for which they had contended in religion. Above all 
they broke with the Lockean thesis that man is the passive 
product of circumstance, and ajflSrmed what they liked to call 
“the dignity of human nature.*' 


Roughly halfway through the eighteenth century, as Becker 
himself emphasized, there took place a pervasive intellectual 
crisis based on the perception that Locke's environmental 
psychology contradicted his political philosophy.^ In the pre¬ 
amble to the Declaration, those phrases justifying revolution 
taken from Lockes Second Treatise of Government logically 
depended on the prior statement which held it to be “self- 
evident” (or in the language of an earlier draft, “sacred and un¬ 
deniable”) that men were born equally possessed of inalienable 
natural rights. And although in the Second Treatise Locke 
referred to a law of nature “writ in the hearts of mankind” 
and natural rights which “cease not” in society, in the Essay 
Concerning Human Understanding he maintained, as Becker 
paraphrased him, that “God has not . . . stamped upon the 
minds of all men certain intuitively perceived intellectual and 
moral ideas.”’^ Locke simultaneously advocated a political 
philosophy of liberation and a psychology that seemed to deny 
the reality of ethical judgment. 

According to Locke s theory of psychology, ideas derived 
from experience as man was stimulated by pain and pleasure 
to repeat some actions and to eschew others. But if man was 
endowed by his Creator only with a mind which was a blank 
page, then what happened to self-evident inalienable rights? 
and to a theory of revolution which presumed those rights to 
exist? Impressions written by past experience upon the tabula 
rasa of the mind could presumably be erased by new experi¬ 
ence in the future. Convictions shaped by a particular environ¬ 
ment would change if the environment were altered. Reformers 
required, in Beckers words, “a fulcrum in Nature for moving 
the existing order”: “they had to demonstrate that life, liberty, 
and the pursuit of happiness* were according to Nature and the 
will of God, whereas tyranny and cruelty and the taking of 
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property without consent were not.”® But Locke s environ¬ 
mental psychology appeared to demonstrate that ideas of right 
and wrong merely reflected existing society. 

The dilemma which Locke thus bequeathed to his disciples 
may be compared to twentieth-century discussion of **what 
Marx really meant.” Locke then like Marx now provided the 
most vigorous available rationale for social change, which no 
reformer wished altogether to discard. But Locke then like 
Marx now also brilliantly explained how circumstances created 
the convictions in the name of which change was demanded. 
A twentieth-century version of the resulting impasse, by 
Edward Thompson of the English New Left, runs as follows: 

. . . men had abandoned human agency. They could not hold 
back change; but change went with the shuffling gait of circum¬ 
stance. It did not stem from the operation of human conscious¬ 
ness and will upon circumstance. Events seemed to will men, 
not men events. For meaning can be given to history only in 
the quarrel between "ought” and “is.” .. 

Eighteenth-century materialism led to the identical dead end. 
As Basil Willey paraphrased Holbach: “Our errors cannot be 
‘natural/ are not what Nature intended; yet there is nothing 
which Nature has not produced, nothing which does not fall 
within the ‘domain of causality^”^^ Or as Ernst Cassirer put 
the problem: “How does the necessity and immutability of the 
concept of law agree with the proposition that every idea is 
derived from the senses and that, accordingly, it can possess no 
other and no higher significance than the various sense ex¬ 
periences on which it is based?”^^ 

Stimulated by Locke's environmental psychology as by the 
economic determinism of James Harrington, English political 
philosophy in the eighteenth century turned away from natural 
rights toward a social science characterized by ethical rela¬ 
tivism and pragmatic accommodation to existing reality. This 
generalization may hold most true of conservatives such as 
David Hume, but it also applies to Opposition ideologues 
such as Trenchard and Gordon, In the belief (following Har¬ 
rington) that “the first Principle of all Power is Property; and 
every Man will have his Share of it in proportion as he enjoys 
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Property,’’ the authors of Cato^s Letters concluded that *‘the 
great Secret in PoKticks is nicely to watch and observe this 
Fluctuation and Change of Natural Power, and to adjust the 
Political to it.” Since property in England was unequally dis- 
trilmted, a republic was impossible: “the Phantome of a Com¬ 
monwealth must vanish, and never appear again but in dis¬ 
ordered Brains 

Such sophisticated skepticism was no doubt less character¬ 
istic of the American colonies, a young and hopeful society. 
But as Alan Heimert maintains, in America too the rationalist 
“Liberal* clergy tended toward “restricting the Christian 
pilgrimage to a methodical adjustment to the given norms of 
esdstence.” “The starting point of Liberal doctrine was the 
objective ‘realities’ of the ‘present state’ of human existence,” 
Heimert continues; for the Liberal, according to Heimert, 
haj^iness “came through accommodation to the environment 
in wfaici man had been placed.”^® 

In the more secular discourse of the Revolutionary era, a 
persistent strain of American thinking continued to restrict the 
vision erf the possible to what existing economic realities ap¬ 
peared to permiL All the Founding Fathers—JeflFerson as well 
as Hamilton^ Afadison along with John Adams—^shared a deep- 
seated fatalism about the ultimate instability of republican 
gpwmment. In Douglass Adair s words, “the Fathers’ scientific 
reading of histcay committed them and their contemporaries 
m vmym% degrees of rigidit>^ to a species of polUical determin- 
In fact, as Adair adds, their determinism was fundamen- 
talH economic, fc»* it followed fium Harringtonian assumptions 
about the relation of property and power. Moreover, Jefferson 
and others of his generation tended to faU back on the argu- 
mmt from economic realism to explain their inability to put an 
^ to chattel slavery. Abolitionism was in part an insistence 
feat human will might overcome the objective conditions 
to the Fathers appeared inalterable.^^ 
to point In the discussion the relativism and fatalism 
of ^kes psvrbology have been counterposed to the natural 
nghts philosophy of the Second Treaiise. But a careful read- 
mg of the Second Treatise shows that Locke’s environmental 
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psychology seriously weakened his apologia for revolt Thus the 
law which God has written on men s hearts turns out to mean, 
for Locke, Hobbes's instinct of self-preservation: “that great 
law of nature, ‘Whoso sheddeth man s blood, by man shall his 
blood be shed'." Quoting Locke's subsequent assertion that 
“however strange it may seem, the law-maker hath nothing to 
do with moral virtues and vices," Leo Strauss concludes that 
even in the Second Treatise Locke did not subscribe to a law 
of nature in the traditional normative sense.^® 

Throughout his writings Locke systematically segregated 
things sacred from things secular, allowing freedom of con¬ 
science to religion only after carefully barring it from all in¬ 
terference in secular society. In his Letter Concerning Tolera¬ 
tion Locke asserted that while liberty of conscience “is every 
man's natural Right," he esteemed it “above all things neces¬ 
sary to distinguish exactly the Business of Civil Government 
from that of Religion, and to settle the just Bounds that lie 
between the one and the other,"^^ Locke either invoked the 
traditional morality to win acceptance for a theory based upon 
hard self-interest, or ignored the traditional morality entirely. 
The former is exemplified by the chapter on property in the 
Second Treatise, which begins with the observation that God 
has given the earth to “mankind in common" and ends by 
rationalizing the unlimited accumulation of wealth. An illus¬ 
tration of the latter is the society envisioned by the Funda¬ 
mental Constitutions of South Carolina (drafted or at least 
transcribed by Locke), which gave its citizens broad religious 
liberty together with “absolute power and authority" over their 
Negro slaves. 

Property rather than conscience was the basis of Locke’s 
whole system. The Second Treatise declares that a man can 
justly kill a thief who threatens only his property, and that an 
oflBcer who may not take a penny from a soldier's pocket can 
order the soldier's execution.^® As Sheldon Wolin remarks, 
Locke made conscience into a safeguard for property by con¬ 
ceptualizing it as “an internalized expression of external rules 
radier than the externalized expression of internal convictions." 
Locke, in Wolin's words, “ushered in a new social world 
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where men, no longer able to communicate on the basis of a 
nnmmrm interior life, were reduced to knowing each other 
sxMy from the outside ” Thus “man had become estranged from 
man which con^ponds exactly with Lockes terse descrip¬ 
tion of the human condition where individual consciences 
are strangers to each other: ho particular man can know the 
of any other being, but only when, by actual operat¬ 
ing upon him, it makes itself perceived by him/ Man becomes 
conscious of his fellows only when he and they collide; con¬ 
flict and friction are thus the sources of man s awareness of 

Iherefbre the neo-Lockeans of the eighteenth century, like 
the neo-Marxists of the twentieth, were obliged to reintroduce 
the ethical dimension. They insisted on the reality of the good 
and on man s ability to recognize it, defended the intuitions 
of the heart against the paralyzing analyses of the head. “It 
was necessary,” Becker wrote, 

to execute a strategic retreat from the advanced position occu- 
faed by abstract reason, from the notion that nature has “no 
more regard to good above ill than to heat above cold.” . . . The 
innate i(kas which Lodce had so politely dismissed by way of 
die hall door had to be surreptitiously brought back again 
throng the kitcheQ window.^ 

Hie image is an apt one, for the energizing of Locke’s doc¬ 
trines in the third quarter of the eighteenth century was 
dbsdy connected with a new emphasis on the political capacity 
of the common man. 


n 

James Burgh, Richard Price, Joseph Priestley, John Wilkes, 
John Cartwright, Granville Sharp, Catharine Macaulay, and 
TlKHnas Paine were the principal members of a group of 
Engl^b publicists whose writing cleared the ground for 
revolution. We shall term them Dissenters. Not all were Non¬ 
conformists to the established Anglican Church; Sharp, for in¬ 
stance, belonged to it, and Wilk^ was scarcely religious at 
all. Yet their characteristic figure was, like Price, a preacher 
in Nonconformist chapels, or, like Burgh, a teacher in a Non- 
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conformist private school. Participation in radical Protestant 
church life critically influenced the Dissenters’ ideas. Further, 
their refusal to swear prescribed religious oaths excluded them 
from political oflSce and university employment and meant 
that, middle-class though most of them were, the Dissenters 
had some personal experience of oppression. Their polemics 
breathed a more-than-academic passion: as Morley says of 
Rousseau, they “converted the blank practice of the philosophes 
into a deadly affair of ball and shell.”^^ 

From 1750 through the American Revolution the Dissenters 
poured forth books and pamphlets which cited one another 
profusely (thus Paine refers to Burgh in Common Sense, and 
to Price in the sixth Crisis and The Crisis Extraordinary) and 
cumulatively expounded a common doctrine. This was the 
doctrine of a natural law, made by God, evident to every man, 
consonant with the best parts of the traditional law of England 
but superior to any law or government which was arbitrary or 
imjust. When, on the brink of open rebellion, Americans needed 
an intellectual resource more potent than the rights of English¬ 
men to justify actions so obviously seditious as the Boston 
Tea Party, they turned to the rights-of-man teaching of their 
staunchest English supporters. “Not until the argument shifted 
substantially away from English rights and over to natural 
justice did Price and Priestley influence American minds.’’^^ 
When that happened, after 1774, the Dissenters’ works “ap¬ 
peared everywhere in the colonies”; their pamphlets and letters 
“were read avidly, circulated, published and republished”; it 
was they, rather than British Whigs like Burke, whose thought 
corresponded to the thought of those called Whigs in America; 
the exchange of materials between colonists and Dissenters 
“gave both parties ... a feeling of strength and pushed them 
toward an ever more radical view of existing authority.”*-® 
Common Sense is the most spectacular exemplar of Dissent¬ 
ing influence, but it was only one work among many. The 
subscription list for James Burgh’s Political Disquisitions, pub¬ 
lished in London in 1774 and in Philadelphia the next year, 
“reads like a Who’s Who in the American Revolution’,” but, 
like Common Sense, Burgh’s three-volume work is said to have 
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bad “a widespread influence . . . upon the common folk,” for 
example in the town meetings of western Massachusetts.^^ 
Very likely even more influential was Richard Price's Ofcser- 
mHons on the Nature of CwU Liberty, published early in 1776 
in London at about the same time Common Sense appeared in 
Philadelphia, and reprinted the same year in Boston, New 
York, Charleston, and (two printings) Philadelphia, as well as 
in the Hartford and Boston newspapers.^® 

As if to make sure that the gist of Dissenting doctrine reached 
the common man, John Wilkes had earlier acted out before a 
transatlantic audience the core idea that conscience, not con¬ 
stituted authority, must be the ultimate arbiter of political good 
and evil. Writings of Wilkes s were reprinted in New York, 
Philadelphia, and Boston in 1763, and his complete works in 
New York in 1768; but it was of course his actions—^his arrest 
&»■ seditious libel, his flight to France, his return and successive 
re-elections by Middlesex County in the face of Parliament's 
refusal to seat him —^which captured popular attention.-® The 
poess in America was so “full of his trials, tribulations, and 
q)eecbes ... that one may go to almost any issue of any news- 
pap^ between 1763-1775 and read of John Wilkes.”^*^ 

A web of personal relations between English Dissenters and 
American radicals undergirded the written word. Catharine 
Macaulay sent her “more ardent pamphlets” to John Dickinson, 
PrfeBey forwarded to Franklin Obsermtions on Civil Liberty 
by Price, Granville Sharp and Anthony Benezet exchanged 
pamjAlets on skveiy. When, after the outbreak of hostilities, 
Prices position in England became difficult, the American 
commissioners in Paris invited him to become a United States 
citizen; be later became a member of the American Academy 
of Arts and Sciences and the American Philosophical Society. 
ReciprocaDy, Benjamin Franklin, no doubt the American leader 
most influenced by the Dissenters, was closely associated with 
Price, Burgh, and Priestley in the “Honest Whig” club of Lon¬ 
don which met regularly from at least as early as 1764 until 
after the Revolutionary War and in which, according to James 
Boswell, “much was said . . . against Parliament.”28 Benjamin 
Rush was another American in constant touch with Dissenters 
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throughout his life. As a student in Great Britain during the 
1760s Rush attended Catharine Macaulay’s salon, where he 
met James Burgh, dined with John Wilkes in Kings Bench 
prison, and was converted to repubUcanism, Back in America 
Rush corresponded with Mrs. Macaulay, her brother Alderman 
Sawbridge, Granville Sharp, and Price. Paine, arriving in 
Pennsylvania with a letter of recommendation from Franklin, 
read the draft of Common Sense to Rush who (so Rush later 
claimed) suggested the title and found him a publisher. When 
Priestley was hounded out of England in the 1790s, he and 
Rush at once sought each other out.^® 

Far from simply elaborating the characteristic themes of 
Opposition ideologues of the 1720s, Dissenting radicalism 
reached back over the heads of Trenchard and Gordon, back 
even beyond Locke, to John Lilburne, Gerrard Winstanley, Rich¬ 
ard Overton, and other religious republicans of the 1640s and 
1650s. This meant, in part, that whereas the early eighteenth- 
century commonwealthmen explicitly disavowed republican¬ 
ism, the Dissenters inclined toward it: Catharine Macaulay 
praised Lilbume’s republican draft constitution for England, 
the "Agreement of the People,”^ and Paine called George III 
a royal brute. More broadly, the ascendancy of Dissenting 
radicalism represented a return to an essentially religious out¬ 
look. Locke, Harrington, and their popularizers wrote as ra¬ 
tional analysts, almost as social scientists, whose vision of what 
might be was “sensibly” limited by recognition of what was. 
The standpoint of the Dissenters was the experienced reality 
of conscience; their tone tended to be personal and prophetic; 
for them the great secular truths were “self-evident” in the 
same sense as the truth of religion, which is to say intuitively 
accessible to average men. 

The Dissenters made clear their quarrel with an environ¬ 
mental psychology in their first major works. James Burgh’s 
The Dignity of Human Nature was published in 1754, and well 
enough known in America eighty years later for Thoreau to 
borrow it from the Harvard library. The thesis was that a 
“self-evident truth is not collected, or deduced, but intuitively 
perceived.” This proposition held equally for truth of all kinds. 
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since "moral truth is in no respect naturally more vague or 
precarious than mathematical.”^^ 

Bichard Price s A Review of the Principal Questions and 
Difficulties in Morals^ published in 1758, was a more sub¬ 
stantial book than Burgh^s. William Ellery Channing credited 
to it his lifelong emancipation from Lockes psychology, and 
in the twentieth century it has enjoyed a revival among 
philosophers of the school of G. E. Moore. But Price posed the 
same problem as Burgh, whether “rig/rf and wrong, or moral 
good and evil, signify somewhat really true of actions, and not 
merely sensations,^ and gave the same answer, that a man 
can intuitively tell of an action that it is good "in much the 
same sense [that he can say] of an object of sight, that it 
is coloured, or of an object of taste, that it is sweet 

Price preferred not to repudiate Locke directly. Much as 
he admired Locke’s excellent essay on understanding, said 
Price, he found it not "sufficiently clear or explicit.” If Locke 
meant merely that sensation and reflection furnished all the 
"subjects, materials, and occasions of knowledge,” that was 
well enough, but if he meant them to be "the sources of all 
our ideas, as he so often calls them,” then he was in error. 
For the mind had a faculty of perception which could give 
rise to new ideas, "not received immediately from the afore¬ 
said springs”: "the power within us that understands; the 
Intuition of the mind.”®® 

Price was in fact talking about a faculty very much akin to 
the Quaker inner light Ihis faculty was not a "moral sense,” 
for Price rejected the theories associated with that term as 
variants of the environmentalism which reduced man to a 
machinelike recorder of pains and pleasures. Price conceived 
the perception of moral truth as an intellectual function. To 
describe its operation he resorted to some remarkable meta¬ 
phors: it is the "eye of the mind,” the "innate light,” to which 
we owe “our belief of all self-evident truths, . . . our moral 
ideas, and whatsoever else we discover without making use 
of any process of reasoning.” Sense Ties prostrate under its 
object” and “must therefore remain a stranger to the objects”; 
it "sees only the outside of things.” Reason, however, ^looks 
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downwards upon things” and "acquaints itself with their 
natures.^ Failing to make this distinction, Locke oflEered a 
definition of the good as action in conformity to some rule 
or law which (said Price) cannot discriminate between a 
thing which is right because it is the will of God and a thing 
which is "right” because it conforms to “the decrees of the 
magistrate, or the fashion of the country^ Not that Locke 
admitted this: Price remarked that Locke “was strangely 
embarrassed, and inconsistent in his notions on this, as well 
as some other subjects.” But Price himself was in search of 
a ground for moral truth which—^he used the word—^‘"tran¬ 
scends” the sense impressions man derives from the particular 
society in which he happens to be bom.®^ 

Confident intuition of a universal moral order made by 
nature’s God was thus the preamble to the political faith of 
the Dissenter, as of the subsequent Declaration of Inde¬ 
pendence. It has been said of Paine that his radicalism was 
“an attempt to re-establish in politics and religion a lost 
harmony with this uniform, immutable, universal, and eternal 
law and order, and to modify or overthrow whatever tradi¬ 
tional institutions have obscured this order.”®® For Trenchard 
and Gordon, as for Locke, the threat of Papism was so vivid 
that they sought to place limits on the pretensions of men 
who spoke in the name of religion to interfere with the affairs 
of secular society. The radical Dissenters, on the other hand, 
reverted to what Professors Haller and Woodhouse term 
the “confusion” between the law of nature and the law of 
God characteristic of the commonwealtihmen of the 1640s: 
a belief better understood as the conviction that nature and 
nature’s God speak with a single voice.®® Just as John Lil- 
bume in one of his pamphlets cited in the space of two 
pages the English Chronicles, the Petition of Right, half a 
dozen medieval statutes. Coke’s Institutes, various speeches 
in the Long Parliament, Psalms, Romans, and Deuteronomy 
as equally appropriate authorities for a political argument 
(the footnote, “See the 36 Edw. 3, 15, and 1 Cor. 14. 7, 11, 
16, 19, 23” suggests the tone of the whole) or Gerrard Win- 
stanley, urging common ownership of land, argued sue- 
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cessively from "natural experience/' "the old Scriptures/' and 
I “the practice of Kings/' so John Cartwright asserted that 
"the law of God and the law of the land are all one"' and 
Granville Sharp maintained in tract after tract that statute 
law must conform to the "eternal Laws of God (which the 
.Baron [Pufendorf] and other Civilians commonly call *the 
Laws of Nature") 

In order to recover faith in some of Locke's own words 
Dissenting radicals were driven back to sources older than 
the Second Treatise, Their key tenets, the existence of a 
higher law and the capacity to perceive it of that inner light 
or intuition which aU men shared, were religious in origin. 
Lockes teaching left men isolated from each other and 
passive recipients of sensory experience. The search to over¬ 
come that outer and inner alienation discovered no solid 
resting-place until it reached theorists inspired by the Radical 
Reformation who had shifted "the locus of fundamental value 
from external authority to internal impulse."^® The deep con- 
gruity between that older existential orientation and the 
approach of the Dissenters explains why Priestley turned 
back to the sixteenth-century Unitarian Faustus Socinus; 
why the most frequently quoted authority in the moral 
philosophy Price was the seventeenth-century Platonist 
Ralph Cudworth; why Benjamin Rush, when he became con¬ 
vinced of umversal salvation, found sustenance in the writ¬ 
ings of Oliver Cromwell’s chaplain; or why when the American 
Quaker John Woolman decided not to pay taxes for war, he 
remembered John Huss.®® According to Anthony Lincoln, the 
most searching analyst of the Dissenters, 

one great principle ... lay at the center of all that the Dissenters 

thought and wrote, linking them spiritually with the storms and 

stress of the seventeenth century. That principle was the natu¬ 
ral right to freedom of conscience. . . 

f But what made the thought of the Dissenters politically 
revolutionary was that, having restored conscience to the 
^nter of mans experience, they generalized and secularized 
It Synthesizing secular and sacred, natural and divine, they 
insisted that all forms of traditional authority should submit 
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to the judgment of a conscience concerned with both God and 
politics. Again in the words of Anthony Lincoln, Dissenting 
radicalism “was a vital movement in the history of political 
philosophy because it revealed the process by which Chris¬ 
tian liberties could be transformed into the Rights of Man. 
The process was psychological. . . . Once men have taken 
the short step of investigation from the spiritual privileges 
of the Christian to the spiritual composition of the under¬ 
standing, the transformation into Natural Rights is 
achieved."'^^ 

This forward step was at the same time a step backward 
to the un-Lockean thesis of the sixteenth-century treatise 
Doctor and Student, “a favorite of JeflEersonV'^^ as of Lil- 
burne, Cartwright, and Sharp, that there is a law 

written in the heart of everie man, teaching him what is to bee 
done, and what is to be fled: and because it is written in the 
heart, therefore it may not bee put away . . . and therefore 
against this law, prescription, statute, nor custome may not pre- 
vaile.'*® 

Commenting on the tendency of Locke and those who came 
after him to let nature come between themselves and God, 
Becker alludes to the seventeenth-century English sectaries 
who justified resistance by “natural law, which was that right 
reason or inner light of conscience which God had given to 
men for their guidance.”^^ It was precisely that inner light 
to which the Dissenters recurred. Its reliability in all things 
was their essential teaching. Conscience, relegated by Locke 
to the periphery of a society based on property, became the 
critic of all social orders. 


m 

Now if the past generation of scholarship on the American 
Revolution has considered any one thing to be finally settled 
it is that Rousseau had nothing to do with it. And despite 
the significant exception of James Otis^ reference to “the 
celebrated Rousseau"^ in the first major colonial exposition 
of the doctrine that positive law is void if contradictory to 
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lie law of nature, Becker seems to have been right in his 
assertion that few Revolutionary Americans read French 
books.^® 

/ The possibility suggests itself, however, that Rousseau in¬ 
fluenced the English Dissenters who in turn concededly in¬ 
fluenced the natural rights philosophy of the Declaration. 
Such indirect transmission of ideas is evident in the case of 
tibe Levellers, who, despite what Rossiter terms their “com¬ 
plete boycott” by colonial Americans,^® were well known to 
the English radicals whom colonial Americans read. Sim¬ 
ilarly, although Rossiter finds “precious few traces” of Rous¬ 
seau in the colonies, 

in no country was Rousseau more highly esteemed than in Eng¬ 
land. The most favourable reviews both of his Nouvelle Heldise 
and of his Emile had appeared in the English newspapers and 
periodicals. . . . The hearts of Puritans had been won by the 
Letter to D'Alembert. . . 

One of those Puritans was Burgh, whose 1764 Utopia, An 
Account of the Cessares, idealized Rousseau's account in the 
Letter “of a people near NeuschlLtel in Switzerland” who 
“live free from taxes, imposts and oppressions,” whose “chief 
amusement is to sing Psalms with their wives and children,” 
and who “have also useful books, and are tolerably well 
instructed, and reason sensibly upon most subjects.”^® 

Burgh was not the only Dissenter to read Rousseau, and 
ihe case has been made that Dissenters were among all Eng- 
Kshmen particularly receptive to the libertarian asceticism 
of Rousseau s teachings on education, on luxury, on natural 
piety and the wisdom of the heart.^® Illustrative of Rous¬ 
seaus influence on English Dissenting radicals are Wilkes's 
refaieiice, when himself in exile, to “the great philosopher, 
thou^ m these times no longer the citizen of Geneva*; 
Priestley's Essay on the First Principles of Government 
(1768), perhaps the more insistent on civil liberties because 
it recognized with Rousseau” that all representation involves 
a loss of freedom; Paine s tribute in the Rights of Man to 
Rousseaus “loveliness of sentiment in favor of liberty, that 
excites respect, and elevates the human faculties”; and 
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William Godwins acknowledgment in Political Justice 
that Rousseau had been a principal source of his own 
drought.®^ 

But such influence-hunting is always dubious. Imagine the 
scholar of the future who attempts to sort out the mutual 
interaction of Heidegger, Sartre, Camus, Buber, Adam Schaff, 
Castro, Robert Parris, Bonhoeffer, and Fanon! The important 
point is: just as all these twentieth-century men combined 
to create a new atmosphere of existential radicalism, so in 
the third quarter of the eighteenth century the English 
Dissenters transformed the Lockean tradition in much the 
same way that Rousseau did in France. Rossiter is quite 
mistaken when he says that “Rousseau’s whole approach to 
man, society, and government ran counter to the basic prin¬ 
ciples of American Revolutionary thought.”®^ This may be 
true of The Social Contract (although it was The Social 
Contract which Otis cited in his pamphlet of 1764) but it 
was not true of the five earlier works—^the discourses on the 
arts and sciences and the origins of inequality, the Letter to 

Alembertj the Emile, the Nouvelle Heloise —translated into 
English almost as soon as they were published during the 
critical years of the 1750s and early 1760s when English 
political philosophy began to take a new direction. 

Rousseau turned away from the psychology of Locke just 
in the way that Richard Price did. In the words of Ernst 
Cassirer: “All ethical thought of the eighteenth century 
showed, despite deviations in detail, a common direction 
insofar as it understood the quest for the origin of morality 
as a psychological problem and as it believed that this prob¬ 
lem could be solved only by penetrating the nature of moral 
feeling. . . . The philosophical ethics of Shaftesbury and 
Hutcheson, Hume and Adam Smith, were built upon the 
doctrine of the feelings of sympathy, the doctrine of the 
‘moral sentiment’.” Rousseau like Price, on the other hand, 
regarded ethical truth as self-evidently apparent to reason, 
but to reason operating not by logic but by intuition. What 
was it in the mind that made possible “the self-evidence of 
ethical insight”? Rousseau, Cassirer says, groped for the 
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right word, referring variously to "reason,’' "instinct,” "divine 

voice,” "inner light,” "feeling,” "conscience.”^^ 

Both Price and Rousseau counterpose the spontaneously 
ethical will to that lesser self determined from without by 
pain and pleasure. Rousseau, according to Cassirer, "tran¬ 
scends the limitations of the sensationalistic psychology. The 
self is not a datum of sense and can never be understood as 
the mere product of sense data. It is an original activity. . . 
An inquiry in psychology ends in a “religion of freedom,” and 
returns in the case of Rousseau as in the case of Price to 
what Cassirer terms "the actual central principle of Protes¬ 
tantism”; the afiSrmation that "no one can believe for an¬ 
other”; that not only in religion, but in the whole circle of 
life as well, "everyone must stand on his own and dare to 
wager his entire selT; that there exists "no kind of inspiration 
outside the sphere of personal experience,” that "the deepest, 
indeed the only form of self-experience was the experience 
of the conscience.” 

Thus, if one cannot return to the older historical view that 
Rousseau influenced the Declaration of Independence, one 
can rephrase that proposition in this way: that the natural 
rights theorizing of Anglo-American radicals in the months 
and years immediately preceding the drafting of the Declara¬ 
tion made the same key affirmations that Rousseau did, Man 
was understood to be concerned with more than pain, 
pleasure, and material self-interest. Moral truth was rescued 
from enviromnentalism and once again perceived as an ex¬ 
perienced fact. Hume, Voltaire, and Montesquieu notwith¬ 
standing, it again became possible to say, as Jefferson wrote 
in 1774: “the great principles of right and wrong are legible 
to every reader.”®^ 


IV 

The difference between Locke's conception of the law of 
nature and that of his Dissenting quasi-disciples appears most 
dearly in response to the question: To whom is natural law 
self-evident”? As Sheldon Wolin says, "the roots of the 
divergence between the liberal and the radical democratic 
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traditions lie in their contrasting faiths concerning the ability 
of the human mind to fathom reality and to translate the re¬ 
sults into practical actions.”®^ 

Locke believed that knowledge of the law of nature was 
accessible only to a minority of gentlemen, and that "the 
greatest part of mankind want leisure or capacity’" for it.®® 
Similarly Harrington expressed the opinion that "your me¬ 
chanics, till they have first feathered their nests, like the fowls 
of the air whose whole emplo)anent is to seek their food, are so 
busied in their private concernments that they have neither 
leisure to study the public nor are safely to be trusted with it 
because a man is not faithfully embarked in this kind of ship if 
he have no share in the freight.”®® 

Locke sought to make sure that, if political participation 
presupposed leisure, the poor would be kept at work. In 1697, 
in conformity with his view that unemployment was caused 
by “nothing else but the relaxation of discipline and corrup¬ 
tion of manners,” Locke recommended a poor law which among 
other things deplored the fact that the labor of the children 
of the laboring poor “is generally lost to the public till they 
are twelve or fourteen years old” and so provided that all 
children over three of families on relief should attend “working 
schools” which would ensure that they would be “from in¬ 
fancy , , . inured to work.” Bread, he continued, should be 
given to the children at their “school” so that their parents 
would not waste a monetary stipend on drink. “And to this 
may be also added, without any trouble, in cold weather, if 
it be thought needful, a little warm water-gruel; for the same 
fire that warms the room may be made use of to boil a pot 
of it."57 fjere Locke anticipated the view of his popularizers, 
Trenchard and Gordon, who “in their vehement and repeated 
objections to Church of England charity schools, . . . want the 
children of the poor left in the servant class where they be¬ 
long.”®® 

The Dissenting radicals found their way slowly to faith in 
the common man’s ability to know. Burgh, in his Dignity of 
Human Nature^ observed that while all truths were “alike 
certain” they were not aU “alike obvious,” moral truth being 
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as dear as mathematical truth only to “superior minds^ that 
were “fitted for receiving and examining it/'®® In his essay 
“on liberal education” in 176S, Priestley disclaimed any wish of 
“teaching politics to low mechanics and manufacturers,” a 
remark which his subsequent editor regretted.®^ 

But as the American Revolution drew near, the Dissenters 
faith in the capacity of the poor for knowledge grew together 
with their insistence that the poor should vote. Thus Wilkes 
told Parliament in 1775 that “the meanest mechanic, the poorest 
peasant and day-labourer” had rights affected by the laws, 
which, accordingly, “the mass of the people” should have some 
share in making.®^ Thus Burgh, in his Political Disquisitions 
republished that same year in Philadelphia, rejected “the com¬ 
monly received doctrine, that servants, and those who receive 
alms, have no right to vote for members of parliament, [be¬ 
cause thereby] an immense multitude of the people are utterly 
deprived of all power in determining who shall be the pro¬ 
tectors of their lives, their personal liberty, their little prop¬ 
erty.”®^ And in keeping with this political doctrine, John 
Cartwright’s LegishOwe Rights of the Commonalty Vindicated 
of 1776 espoused the epistemological theory that ^common 
sense"* brought natural law within the reach of the “laboring 
mechanic and the peasant,”®® 

It was an enduring controversy. Later Burke would de¬ 
nounce Price for his “mechanic philosophy” and maintain that 
the state suffers oppr^sion if hairdressers or working tallow 
chandlers “either individually or collectively, are permitted 
to rule.”®^ By then the friends of Franklin, whose father was 
a working tallow chandler, and Paine, whose father made 
corsets, were committed to Paine’s great affirmation that 

there is existing in man, a mass of sense lying in a dormant 
state, and which, unless something excites it to action, will de- 
scerKi with him, in that condition, to the grave. . . . The con- 
sti'ucticm of government ought to be such as to bring forward, 
by a quiet and regular operation, all that extent of capacity 
which never fails to appear in revolutions.®® 

In this way a belief in intuitively self-evident moral truth be¬ 
came associated with a belief in equality. All men came to 
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be considered capable of perfection because eveiy man was 
bom predisposed to a correct intuitive knowledge of the es¬ 
sential truths.®® The words with which Rousseau began his 
Emile —^‘‘All is well when it leaves the hands of the Creator of 
things”—^were echoed during the American Revolution by 
Price, who affirmed that equality was a right with which men 
came “from the hands of their Maker,” as by Paine, who said 
that the revolutionary constitution of Pennsylvania considered 
men “as they came from their maker s hands.”®*^ In 1787 Price, 
in a sermon on “The Evidence for a Future Period of Improve¬ 
ment in the State of Mankind,” quoted the words of Condorcet: 
“Let us be cautious not to despair of the human race.”®® 

So it happened that by the time the Declaration was drafted 
the belief was once more current that natural rights depend 
neither on past precedent nor on rational demonstration, but 
are (as Jefferson put it) “rights of human nature” evident to 
every man. Perhaps the most striking formulation of this 
thought before the preamble to the Declaration was in Cart¬ 
wright s American Independence^ printed in 1774 in London 
and republished in Philadelphia in 1776. “It is a capital error 
in the reasonings of several writers on this subject,” Cartwright 
said, 

that they consider the liberty of mankind in the same light as 
an estate or chattel, and go about to prove or disprove their 
right to it by the letter of grants and charters, by custom and 
usage, and by municipal statutes. Hence too we are told, that 
these men have a right to more, those to less, and some to none 
at all. But a title to the liberty of mankind is not established on 
such rotten foundations: 'tis not among mouldy parchments, 
nor in the cobwebs of a casuist’s brain we are to look for it; it 
is the immediate, the universal gift of God. . . .®® 

Thus was the way opened for reinterpreting John Locke in 
the spirit of Tom Paine, 
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CHAPTER 2: 


CERTAIN 

INALIENABLE 

RIGHTS 


After asserting the self-evident truth that all men are created 
tK^ual, the preamble to the Declaration added that they have 
certain inalienable ri^ts that governments are created “to 
secure."’ What was striking about this formulation was its 
failure to mention rights given up in the process. 

Traditional formulations of the social contract, such as 
Locke’s, described a bargain: the exchange of certain rights 
fully enjoyed by individuals in the state of nature (such as 
the right to punish criminals) for the more secure protection 
by society of other rights (such as the right to private prop¬ 
erty). Thus Locke distinguished natural rights which a man 
“wholly gives up” in entering society from those which “cease 
not’’ after the social contract. Moreover, Locke failed to make 
it clear whether those rights which “cease not” even in society 
may be exercised by individuals at their discretion, or merely 
constitute (as it were) the moral stock on behalf of which 
authorized representatives act by proxy.^ 
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In contrast, the rights enumerated by the Declaration are 
termed ^^inaKenable ” Nothing is said about other, alienable 
rights- Although linguistic details in a hastily drafted revolu- 
tionaiy manifesto should not be pushed too far, at first glance 
the ad|ective ^inalienable” suggests a conflict between the 
social contract theory of the Declaration of Independence and 
that of Lockers Second Treatise, 

My intention in saying this is not to revive the simplistic 
belief that the men who wrote the Declaration were radical 
in contrast to the “conservative” drafters of the United States 
Constitution. Many men were in both bodies. Among those 
HKist urgent for independence in 1776 who were not members 
of the Constitutional Convention in 1787, some (such as Pat- 
ridk Henry and BIchard Henry Lee) opposed the Constitution 
but others (such as JefEerson, Paine, and Sam Adams) sup¬ 
ported it. The drafters of 1776 were the same sort of propertied 
gentlemen as the drafters of 1787. 

What was difiEerent in 1776 was not the men but the situa¬ 
tion. The drafters of 1776 did not yet feel the need to protect 
themselves against unpropertied majorities. As Lefebvre says 
of those who wrote the French Declaration of the Rights of 
Man and Citizen: 

Ihe bourgeoisie had no doubts of itself, nor did it doubt that 
the new ordar it had conceived, in accord with the laws of na¬ 
ture and the divine wiD, was destined forever to assure the wel¬ 
fare and progress of the human race. . . . The bourgeoisie ex¬ 
pressed its thought in less measured and prudent language than 
it used later, since it did not foresee that its own political as¬ 
cendancy would ever be questioned. , . . Thanks to the superb 
confidei}^ rf the bourgeoisie, its Declaration could become a 
charter of political and even social democracy.^ 

Within ten years of 1776, as will appear in the next chapter, 
men like James Madison and John Adams made exactly the 
same analysis of their failure to include in the Declaration of 
Independence explicit protection for property rights. The 
importance of their failure to do so was that it left the 
Declaration sufficiently ambiguous that, once the coalition 
which produced it had disintegrated, the more radical elements 
in that coalition could still stretch Jefferson’s language to cover 
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their new needs. Becker is misleading when he states that the 
Declaration exhibited “simplicity, clarity, logical order” be¬ 
cause the age which wrote it did not doubt that the universe 
I itself was “simply constructed, open and visible.”® Owing to 
‘ its failure to qualify or explain the adjective “inalienable” the 
! Declaration could be interpreted in two quite different ways. 

If rights were viewed as property, then inalienability might 
mean only that a man must consent to what is done with them. 
Pitt used the term in this sense when, moving the withdrawal 
of British troops from Boston in 1775, he asserted that a 
British subject s property was “invariably inalienable, without 
his own consent.”^ Inalienability thus defibed did not exclude 
the permanent transfer of a right from original owner to a 
delegated purchaser or donee. David Brion Davis comments 
that 

as Rousseau shrewdly observed, Pufendorf had argued that a 
man might alienate his liberty just as he transferred his property 
by contract; and Grotius had said that since individuals could 
alienate their liberty by becoming slaves, a whole people could 
do the same, and become the subjects of a king. 

“Here, then,” Davis concludes, “was the fatal flaw in the 
traditional theories of natural rights.”® 

The consequences were quite different if inalienability was 
defined by analogy to conscience. Liberty of conscience, wrote 
Francis Hutcheson in his System of Moral Philosophy, “is not 
only an essential but an unaKenable branch” of natural liberty. 
“This right appears from the very constitution of the rational 
mind which can assent or dissent solely according to the evi¬ 
dence presented, and naturally desires knowledge. The same 
considerations shew this right to be unalienable: it cannot be 
subject to the will of another. . . When rights were tenned 
“unalienable” in this sense, it did not mean that they could not 
be transferred without consent, but that their nature made 
them untransferrable. 

This was a proposition peculiarly congenial to Dissenting 
radicalism. For it freedom of conscience was inseparable from 
moral agency. When this conception was transferred to the 
secular sphere, conflict was inevitable between inalienability 
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thus defined and any understanding of rights which stressed 
their surrender when men joined society or which regarded 
them as powers not personally exercised but delegated to 
trustees. 

The institutional foundations of bourgeois society—^repre¬ 
sentative government and the market economy—^were at stake 
in this debate. Kadicalism thrust toward the conclusions that 
true freedom was incapable of delegation, and that what was 
inalienable was what could not become a commodity. At heart 
the controversy was between two definitions of freedom: on 
the one hand, freedom defined as control over the finished 
products of human activity; on the other hand, freedom 
defined as self-determining human activity itself. 


As in the 1960s, radical definitions of “inalienability” evolved 
from polemics concerning the corruptions of an affluent 
society. Similar, too, was the fact that discussion at first focused 
upon the connection between the loss of public spirit believed 
to follow from excessive preoccupation with material goals, 
and the institution of education. Then as now, some favored 
using the schools to indoctrinate prescribed nonmaterialist 
values. Others, in the one situation as in the other, considered 
this remedy a symptom of the underlying problem, and in the 
ensuing controversy first clearly defined what they meant by 
freedom. 

Even before 1750, for example, James Burgh was warning 
England against “LUXURY and IRRELIGION” in a volume 
entitled Britains Remembrancer, Burgh predicted that these 
characteristic Vices of the Age” would bring Great Britain 
to the same melancholy end as Rome.*^ Manners, he repeated 
in his Political Disquisithns on the eve of the American Rev¬ 
olution, were more important than laws in determining a 
people s fate. When commerce had led to luxury, and luxury 
to bribery and dissipation, the best of lawgivers could not 
long preserve freedom.® 

What then was to be done? Burgh's An Account of the Ces- 
sares sketched a society every feature of which was designed 
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to forestall the prophecy of Britain's Remembrancer, Drawing 
lessons from Harrington and Plato, the Cessareans (Dutdi 
settlers somewhere in South America) divided their land 
equally so as to "*banish riches as well as poverty,” and de¬ 
liberately chose for settlement "a distant and retired country, 
out of the common course of trade”; for 

though some commerce with other nations would be attended 
with several advantages to us, yet we were afraid it would be 
productive of some unhappy consequences, and bring in luxury, 
and customs injurious to the welfare of our state.® 

Lest iniquity creep in regardless, the Cessarean senate was 
enjoined "to establish sumptuary laws, and carefully to guard 
against the first introduction of all sorts of luxury: and to 
prohibit all those arts and trades, which minister only to idle¬ 
ness and pride, and the unnecessary refinements and embel¬ 
lishments of life, which are the certain fore-runners of the 
ruin of every state.”^® 

The overall tone of this first Dissenting remedy for the ills 
of an aflBiuent society is authoritarian and Calvinist. Although 
"all men are here considered as brethren, united together in 
one band, to promote the common good,” the Cessareans 
preferred the "mixt form” of government to "the anarchy, 
licentiousness, and wild tumults of a democracy.” Geneva is 
repeatedly praised, as are Sparta and the empire of the Incas. 
The hereditary governor and senate for life of the Cessareans 
are associated with a species of ofBcial called "inspectors,” who 
oversee morals. Horse racing and cocldSghting are forbidden, 
as are usury and interest (except by permission of the senate); 
honest debtors have their debts “discharged out of the public 
stock”; dueling is punished by a year s imprisonment and 
temporary loss of citizenship; also—a radical proposal in 
eighteenth-century England—aU are free to hunt wild animals, 
birds, and fish. Mocking or affronting, spreading lies or false 
reports, are variously punished, and “all immoral and obscene 
books, prints, pictures, etc., are ordered to be burnt (here 
the practice of the Spartans is once more cited). Swearing is 
fined, plural oflSceholding forbidden, and all prices fixed by 
the senate. Prisoners must be set to work and minor offenders 
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placed in "bettering houses,” modeled on Dutch ^Tiouses of 
correction” Cards, dice, and (with Rousseau) drama are out¬ 
lawed; Catholics may not hold public oflSce; voting is by ballot 
and all men of good behavior over twenty-one, if they are 
Protestants, may vote. Finally: "Since we are all brethren, and 
God has given to men a natural right to liberty, we allow of 
no slavery among us.’"^^ 

There were Dissenters, and later, nineteenth-century Evan¬ 
gelicals, who long continued to make social blueprints on this 
nastily puritanical plan. In 1787, for instance, Granville Sharp 
designed a real Utopia for freed Negroes in Sierra Leone. His 
"temporary regulations (until better shall be proposed)” in¬ 
cluded a seventy-one-hour work week and a pride and in¬ 
dolence tax on those who did not work. Like Burgh, Sharp 
had a plan for mutual supervision within families and 
neighborhoods. Among the imaginary Cessareans, the head 
of every family was responsible for the behavior of all its 
members, and "all the famihes in every town or parish are 
answerable for the faults or crimes of every person in it.” 
Among the unfortunate settlers of Sierra Leone, "the eye of 
every neighbour” was upon every other through the institution 
of the Anglo-Saxon frankpledge system, which Sharp, accord¬ 
ing to his biographer, believed to have been invented by Moses 
on the advice of his father-in-law Jethro and introduced into 
England by King Alfred.^^ 

This was a stream of thought which hardly led toward lib¬ 
erty, Lockean or otherwise. A more fruitful initiative, but in 
response to the same problem which Burgh tried to solve, 
was Joseph Priestley’s Remarks on a Code of Education, 
Proposed by Dr, Brown . . . , published the year after An Ac¬ 
count of the Cessares, in 1765. Three years later, in 1768, 
Priestley expanded it into the first Dissenting treatise on politi¬ 
cal philosophy. 

Pnestleys 1765 essay on education answered a pamphlet 
on Civil Liberty, or Licentiousness, and Faction, published 
earlier in that year of the Stamp Act Congress by an Anglican 
minister named John Brown. Brown was the famous author 
of An Estimate of the Manners and Principles of the Times, 
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published 1757-1758, whidb had presented an analysis similar 
to Burgh's of the luxurious, and selfish EFFEMINAGIT^® 
in English society. Like Burgh's too was Brown s prescription 
for the social patient. But unlike Burgh, the more sophisticated 
Brown articulated the authoritarian remedy he propped in 
the language of political philosophy. 

Civil liberty, argued Brown in his pamphlet by that tide, 
derives from the ""salutary Restraint which society places on 
natural desires. ""Every natural Desire, which might in any 
respect be inconsistent with the general Weal, is given up as 
a voluntary Tax, paid for the higher, more lasting, and more 
important Benefits, which we reap from socioZ Lifet In this 
metaphor of the tax Brown well expressed the idea of natural 
rights as property which can be aliened in exdiange for 
, an equivalent return. And at this point in his argument Brown 
explicitly attacked ""Cato's’* most radical assertion: ""that every 
Man hath an imalienable Right to worship God in that Manner 
which accords to the Dictates of his own Consdence,** as also 
""to think what he will, and act as he thinks, provided he acts 
not to the Prejudice of another."^^ 

Taking his own stand on the environmental psychotogy which 
held that culture determined personality and values. Brown 
rejected the proposition tibat "“natural Consdenoe" recognized 
""an unchangeable Principle of Right and Wrong, arising uni¬ 
versally in the Human Heart’* Consdence would and should 
be guided by whatever reli^on the state prescribed. A firee 
state was not a state in which men were free, but a state in 
which virtuous manners and principles predominated. Care¬ 
fully noting the objection that vhat he wished was "ImiHii^ 
dvil Liberty on the Servitude of the Mind, and shadding tiae 
infant Soul with early Frefudicet Brown rebutted that to fail 
to teach a child "salutary Habits and Prindples’* would be 
like failing to teach a child to walk erect; that the mind cannot 
be cx>mpelled to recjdve ideas, therefore offering good ernes 
for its consideration would not cioerce it; and that in any case 
true freedom was to be wise. Henc^e, then, it appeared "“that 
the private Freedom of the infant Mind is not violated, but 
only directed to its best End, by early and salutary Instrucdmi.*' 
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After extended reference to Sparta, Brown concluded that, 
besides curbing tbe licentiousness of the press, the state should 
introduce “a general and prescribed Improvement of the Laws 
of Education.'^® 

Compulsory public education, as proposed by Brown, posed 
a challenge direct both to Priestley s libertarian convictions 
and to (so Priestley said) “all my labours”^® as a schoolmaster 
at the Dissenters’ Warrington Academy. 

Priestley accepted the gist of Burgh's and Brown’s critique 
of existing English society, but in keeping with his faith in 
man’s perfectibility, he thought the way to change it was by 
more freedom, not less. Education was a young art, and any 
craft in its beginnings required “experiments” and “a number 
of awkward attempts.” The best plan of education at any given 
moment became confining as the arts and sciences advanced. 
Pnestley did not fear Brown’s favorite term of opprobrium, 
“licentiousness”: 

, . . we can never expect to see human nature . . . brought to 
perfection, but in consequence of indulging unbounded liberty, 
and even caprice. . . . The power of nature in producing plants 
cannot be ^own to advantage, but in all possible circumstances 
of culture. The richest colours, the most fragrant scents, and 
the most exquisite flavours, which our present gardens and 
CMxhards exhibit, would never have been known, if florists and gar¬ 
deners had been confined in the processes of cultivation; nay 
if they had not been allowed the utmost licentiousness of fancy 
in the et&cdse of their arts. 

The casual experiment,” the “undesigned deviation from 
established rules,” the “new, and seemingly irregular methods,” 
the odd and excentric,” had over and over again been fruitful 
of new trutfa.^'^ (This passage should give pause to those who 
identify Dissenters in general and Priestley in particular with 
dry and uniform utilitarianism, with Sabbath gloom and count¬ 
ing-house morality.) 

Variety was good for its own sake, Priestley maintained. 
To to areate a society with uniform sentiments would be 
to wish an environment better suited to animals than men. 
Let us, Priestley cried, assert the native freedom of our souls,” 
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“aspire to the noble privilege o£ governing ourselves like men,” 
“relax the bonds of authority, rather than bind them faster.”^® 
f Priestley’s refutation of Brown centered on the price Brown 
had to pay for his accommodation to the psychology of Locke, 
By insisting on the distinction between vice and virtue while 
at the same time clinging to the Lockean assumption that our 
, ideas of vice and virtue derive from our environment. Brown 
sets the stage for a godly totaHtarianism: a state which will 
manipulate the environment and dictate public education to 
ensure that its citizens are good. The essential difEerence be¬ 
tween Brown and Priestley is that the tradition which passes 
from Priestley through Paine and Godwin to Garrison ai^ 
Thoreau insists that men can and must free themsehe^, rather 
than be freed by the external manipulation of educators and 
planners. 

Then Priestley begins the translation of these sentiments 
into political philosophy. The right to educate one's children 
is as dear to any parent as the right of conscience, and “if 
there be any natui^ rights which ought not to be sacrificed 
to the ends of civil society,” freedom of education is one of 
them. Priestley states that he would cho<^ to emigrate frmn 
a country which required so great a sacrifice, wiyfy noting that 
restriction on freedom of travel is necessarily another part of 
Brown's “scheme.” Under Brown's administratian, Priestley 
charges, “a man could enjoy little more than security in the 
bare possession of his property.”^® 

Priestley's 1765 Remark on a Code of EduaOion became 
Chapter IV of the 1768 Essay on the First Principles of Goo- 
emmenty written, according to Priestley's preface, to discuss 
“the subject of Civil and Religious Liberty” without partfcular 
reference to Dr. Brown, and to place “the foundation of some 
of the most valuable interests of mankind on a broader and 
firmer basis than Mr. Locke and others who had fcHmeriy 
written upon this subject.”®® 

Unlike Locke, Priestley begins with freedom of the mind; 
his first sentence reads: “Man derives two capital advantages 
from the supeiiinity of his intellectual powers.” And this con- 
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cem on to the key distinction in the essay, between 
“pdSical liberty” and “civil liberty.” Here are Priestley's defini- 
tsom: 

POLmCAL LIBERTY, I would say, consists in the power 
nMA the members of the state reserve to themselves, of arriv- 
at the pviMc offices, or, at least, of having votes in the notni- 
nation of those who fiE ih^: and I would choose to call CIVIL 
LIBERTY, that power over their own actions, which the mem¬ 
bers of the state reserve to themselves, and which their officers 
not mfrmge. 

Relating thk distmcdon to the process of social contract as 
described by Lodce, Priestley states that “political liberty 
is Aat ’sAicb a man receives in exchange for a part of his 
of^mal “civil libearty.* Nevertheless—and this is where Priest¬ 
ley goes beyond Lodce—^some kinds of civil liberty, complete 
personal freedom in certain areas of life, remain in full force 
in the midst of society. Political liberty concerns the form in 
which Ae power of the state is exerted; civil liberty is a 
qiie^km of how much power the state, however organized, 
exerts over individual lives. The task of political liberty is to 
safeguard dvil liberty, but the most demcxiratic state will 
thneaten civfl liberty if its power is too great®^ 

With respect to political liberty, natural rights are residually 
or ccmdilkuially inalienable. Ihat is, “no man can be supposed 
to le^o ids natural liberty, but on conditions,"^ and if the con- 
ditioiis are violated the liberty may be resumed. “Every man 
retains, and can never be deprived of his natural right . . . 
of reaving himself finom... evay thing that has been imposed 
upon him wMiout his own consent; this must be the only true 
and proper foundation of all the governments subsisting in 
the world, and that to which the people who compose them 
have an tmalienaUe rig^t to Imng them back.*^ On the other 
hand, men may by their own consent voluntarily surrender 
aB their political interests, and in Aat case there is no recourse 
except to the nert: generation.^ 

&it widi respect to civil Kb^ty (here Priestley warmed to 
his main tben^), natural ri^ts are eitl^ enjoyed or surren¬ 
dered, and are in this sense absolute. How much cdvil liberty 
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exists in a particular state can be measured by whetber a 
people enjoy more or fewer of their natural rights, or alterna¬ 
tively, by whether the government “leave a man the most 
valuable of his private rights.*^ Civil liberty has been gr^tly 
impaired, says Priestley, by the idea that the more the cases 
are in which mankind are governed by this united reason of 
the whole community, so much the bett^; wh^eas, in truth, 
the greater part of human actions are c£ such a nature, that 
more inconvenience would follow from their being fixed by 
laws, from their being left to every man s arbitrary will. 
Men enter society only to procure those things which they 
cannot procure by their own unaided efforts. In finding out 
truth, for instance, “individuals are always employed to assist 
multitudes,’* not the reverse. Whether public ofiBcials be con- 
sidered in the light of servants or of rq)resentatives and dep¬ 
uties, “there are many cases in which it is more convenient 
for a man to act in person than by any deputation whatever.**^ 

At this point Priestley might seem to have said that those 
natural rights which individuals can exercise without assist¬ 
ance, such as religion and education, are absolutely inalienable. 
He does not quite do so. Such ri^ts are absolute in 
the sense that unlike those civil rights which can be dele¬ 
gated, they cannot be conditionally relinquished, or merely 
residually possessed. But Priestley was uncertain whether to 
articulate tbi<; circumstance merety as a fact of nature, cmt as 
a right of nature too. At the same time that he wished to widen 
the area in which individuals might act without govemmmt 
interference, Priestley attempted to make the language (rf 
political philosophy more utilitarian: that is, to establish that 
“the good and happiness of the . - . maiority of the members 
of any state, is the great standard by which every thing relat¬ 
ing to that state must finally be detennined.”^^ But the good 
of the whole ( as Priestley alternatively tamed it) is concededfy 
difficult to determine. Only experiments, Pries&y concluded, 
c^TY determine how far the power of the le^Iature should 
extend. 

The Essay on the First Principles of Gooemment thus simul- 
taneously prophesied a laissez-fedre society and tl^ pragmatic 



54 ( ( ( miBlXECrrUAL OBlOmS of AMBHICAN RADiCAl.tSM 

welfare state. Because it looked both ways it has been for- 
gotten. In its own time, however, the attempt to sy.stematize 
the Dissenting revision of Locke made the Esmy an important 
halfway house, or stepping-stone. As vdll appear. Price built 
on it in constructing the definitive statement of Dis.seiiting 
political philosophy during the first years of the American 
Revolution. Moreover, the distinction between what Priestley 
called “political" and "civil” liberty proved lasting. Writing 
to Jefferson in 1788 and apparently summarizing a series of 
conversations between them, Tom Paine used different words 
to separate the rights of man into the same two groups. Paine 
listed as “natural” rights only those most closely akin to con¬ 
science which the individual could exercise unaided: the 
rights “of thinking, speaking, forming and giving opinions.”*® 
An alternative formulation was provided by the New Hamp¬ 
shire constitution of 1784; “When men enter into a state of 
society, they surrender up some of their natural rights to that 
society, in order to insure the protection of others; and, without 
such an equivalent, the surrender is void. Among the natural 
rights, some are in their very nature unalienable, because no 
equivalent can be given or received for them. Of this kind are 
the RIGHTS OF CONSCIENCE." 

Whatever the terminology, the effect of these new distinctions 
was to delineate a category of natural rights which "ceased 
not” when men entered society in the very tangible sense that 
each individual continued to exercise them personally at all 
times. 


n 

The statesmanship of the American Revolution, however, 
tended to reserve absolute inalienability for the life of the mind 
(or even more narrowly, for religious conscience), and to 
leave actions of every land subject to state regulation. This 
becomes evident if one examines the bills of rights to the 
constitutions created by all but two of the thirteen original 
states. Here one finds the adjective “inalienable” repeatedly 
applied to two kinds of rights: the right of conscience and the 
right of revolution. 
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“All men,’' said the 1776 constitutions of North Carolina and 
Pennsylvania, “have a natural and unalienable right to worship 
Almighty God according to the dictates of their own con¬ 
sciences.” But while almost every constitution provided for 
religious freedom, almost every provision was coupled widi 
a clause protecting the state from disturbance undertaken in 
the name of religion: .. Provided, TTiat nothing herein con¬ 
tained shall be construed to exempt preachers of treasonable 
or seditious discourses, from legal trial and punishment” (Nmth 
Carolina); . . unless, under colour of religion, any man shall 
disturb the good order, peace or safety of the State, or shal 
infringe the laws of morality, or injure others, in their natural, 
civil, or religious rights” (Maryland); . . Provided, That 
the liberty of conscience, hereby granted, shall not be so con¬ 
strued as to excuse acts of licentiousness, or justify practices 
inconsistent with the peace or safety of this State” (New 
York); “ , . provided it be not repugnant to the peace and 
safety of the State” (Georgia); “ . . provided he doth not dis¬ 
turb the pubHc peace” (Massachusetts). 

The inalienable right to revolution, on the other hand, was 
available only to majorities. It was “the people” (Maryland 
and Massachusetts), “the community” (Pennsylvania), more 
precisely “a majority of the community” (Virginia) which 
alone could alter, reform, or abolish government. The litera¬ 
ture of the Revolution, as Thad Tate has written, “d^cribed 
resistance as a right exerdsed only by decision of the com¬ 
munity, never on the initiative of individuals.”®® 

Both definitions of inalienability severely limited the indi¬ 
vidual s scope of action. For some Dissenting radicals, hoviwer, 
individual self-determination had become the very definition 
of freedom. Richard Price, in particular, challenged 
Lockean assumptions of the state (as later of the fedaal) 
constitutions. 

Price believed that man was not only capable of intuitivdy 
telling good from evil, but that he had free will to choose how 
to act. Speaking to an audience of children in 1766, Price 
voiced his doctrine in the simplest terms. “Every one knows,” 
so he told his young audience, that the soul is active. “Evoy 
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one feels that he has a power of self-motion, that ho can begin 
action or cease from action as he pleases, and tlmt he has 
an absolute command over his thoughts and determinations."^’' 
The principle of what he termed "Spontaneity . . . Self- 
determination, which constitutes us Agents” became the basis 
of Price’s political thought. In his Observations on the Nature 
of Civil Liberty, the principal English defense of the American 
Revolution, Price argued that physical, moral, religious, and 
civil liberty were all aspects of “liberty in general," linked to¬ 
gether by “one general idea, that runs through them all; I 
mean, the idea of Self-direction . . . Self-government.'' Lib¬ 
erty, “natural and unalienable,” was therefore the opposite of 
1 slavery, or submission to forces outside oneself: 

Without Physical Liberty, man would be a machine acted upon 
by mechanical springs, having no principle of motion in himself, 
or command over events; and, therefore, incapable of all merit 
and demerit.—^Without Moral Liberty, he is a wicked and de¬ 
testable being, subject to the tyranny of base lusts, and the sport 
of every vile appetite.—And without Religious and Civil Liberty 
he is a poor and abject animal, without rights, without property, 
and without a conscience, bending his neck to the yoke, and 
crouching to the will of every silly creature who has the insolence 
to pretend to authority over him.*® 

The consequences of this position for American.s were largely 
* reserved for the nineteenth century. Then it turned out to 
make considerable difference whether one said slavery was 
wrong because every man has a natural right to the possession 
of his own body, or because every man has a natural right 
freely to determine his own destiny. The first kind of right was 
alienable: thus Locke neatly derived slavery from capture 
j in war, whereby a man forfeited his labor to the conqueror 
i who might lawfully have killed him;*® and thus Dred Scott 
was judged permanently to have given up his freedom. But 
the second kind of right, what Price called “that power of 
i self-determination which all agents, as such, possess,”*® was 
j inalienable as long as man remained man. Like, the mind’s 
; quest for religious truth from which it was derived, self-de¬ 
termination was not a claim to ownership which might be 
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both acquired and surrendered, but an inextricable aspect of 
the activity of being human. 

Under heavy attack for his defiant criticism of his own gov¬ 
ernment in time of war, Price insisted that his principles were 
“the same with those taught by Mr. Locke, and all the writers 
on Civil Liberty who have been hitherto most admired in 
this country."*’ But as Anthony Lincoln says, Price differed 
from Locke “in certain cardinal aspects: in his psychological 
beliefs and in the purpose of his work”; if in expressing his 
philosophy “he sometimes fell into the prevailing terminology 
of property, it was because he felt that moral self-determina¬ 
tion was the most precious property a man could possess.”*® 

Where Price went beyond Locke most obviously was in 
his extension of Priestley's concept that the individual retains 
some natural rights when in society, to the conclusion: “In 
every free state every man is his own Legislator.”*® This phrase, 
Price remarked in his subsequent Additional Observations, 
“has been much exclaimed against, and occasioned no small 
part of the opposition which has been made to the principles 
advanced in the Observations on Civil Liberty.”’^* 

Price responded to this criticism ambiguously. On the one 
hand, he said what he meant was that “every independent agent 
in a free state ought to have a share in the government of it.” 
On the other hand, however. Price stated that with certain 
limitations he accepted the charge that the liberty for which 
he pleaded was “a right or power in every one to act as he 
likes without any restraint.”*® 

In the characteristic manner of Dissenting thought. Price 
built his case on an analogy to religion. All men have “the 
same unalienable right” to religious liberty, he began, pro¬ 
vided only that "no one has a right to such a use of it as 
shall take it from others.” This reasoning “is equally applicable 
to the Liberty of man in his dvil capacity,” Price continued. 
Citing Priestley’s Essay, Price said that it “may be accom¬ 
modated to all I have said on this subject, by only giving some 
less general name to that which Dr. Priestley calls civil Lib¬ 
erty.” In fact, however, whereas Priestley still took it for 
granted that, in joining society, men must “voluntarily resign 
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some part of thm natural liberty,” in Price's account tbe idea 
of the surrender of natural rights has disappeared. It was 
something more than a change in names that Price no longer 
spoke of those specific natural liberties (religion and educa¬ 
tion) which society might not infringe, but referred simply to 
“liberty” in general: “Just government, therefore, does not 
Kberty, but esixihlish it.—^It does not take away the 
rights of mankind, but protect and confirm them.” In passages 
such as these Price seemed to be saying that all natural liberty 
is inalienable. For Price a government constructed on any 
other plan represented 

the folly of gwing up liberty in order to maintain Liberty; and, 
in the very act of endeavouring to secure the most valuable 
li^ts, to arm a body of enemies with power to destroy them.®® 

In sum, A&Oy Dissenting political philosophy as it cnilmi- 
nated in the Observations and Additional Observations of 
Richard Price shifted the burden of proof from the individual 
who sought to preserve control over his own actions to the 
state which claimed the right to regulate them. As Halevy 
observes, this amounted to abolishing the social contract: 

... it may be held that men formed the caiginal pact in order 
to guarantee a certain numba: of pre-eidsting natural rights. 
This is the sense in which Price and Cartwright tend to inter¬ 
pret ljKk.es theory. But, in this case, . . . what is the point of 
the mediation oi the contract? When men have adopted a posi¬ 
tion of le^timate insurrection, what is the point of saying that 
they are rising because the contract which should have guaran¬ 
teed their rights has been violated, instead of saying, more 
simply, that they are rising because their rights have b^n vio¬ 
lated^ 

It was this same conception which the Declaration reflected 
when it made the purpose of government "to secure these 
ri^ts” and said not one syllable about rights given up. The 
mme restricted, less ambiguous field of vision of the 1787 
Constitutional Convention is evident in a comment which 
occurs in one of the working papers of the Committee of 
Detail: “we are not working on the natural rights of men not 
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yot gathered into aodety, but upon those rights, modified by 
society In contrast, writing to Francis Gilmer after his 
retirement from the presidency, Jefferson still declared: 

Our legislators are not sufficiently apprized of the rightful limits 
of their power; that their true office is to declare and enforce only 
our natural rights and duties, and to take none of them from 
us. . , . The idea is quite unfounded, that on entering into so¬ 
ciety we give up any natural right.*® 

m 

The idea of a natural law self-evident to the common man; 
the idea tihat liberty was man’s inalienable right to self-deter¬ 
mination: these were the axioms to which abolitionism added 
only corollaries. Down to Civil War and Reconstruction 
abolitionists quoted the same natural law theoreticians cited 
by the Dissenters in contending, as the Dissenters had, "that 
an immoral law cannot be vaUd.”*" Indeed the religious fervor 
of abolitionism was closer in spirit to Dissenting radicalism 
than was the cool deistic religiosity of the Founding Fathers. 
For Garrison and his associates just as for Price or Priestley, 
the Bible provided an alternative expression of nature's truths. 
A century after the embroilments of John Wilkes, Thaddeus 
Stevens and John Bingham quoted, "Ye shall have the same 
law for the stranger as for one of your own country";" just 
as Granville Sharp had protested a law for the return of fugi¬ 
tive slaves with the words: 

"Thou shalt not deliver unto his master the servant which is 
escaped from his master unto thee: He shall dwell with thee, 
even among you, in the place WHICH HE SHALL CHOOSE” 
(manifestly as a freeman) “in one of thy GATES where IT 
LIKETH HIM BEST: thou shalt not oppress him."" 

The natural rights philosophy was championed by Dissenters 
until the moment abolitionists took it up. During the Missouri 
Compromise debates in 1819-1820, when Senator Rufus King 
of New York declared tihat laws enacting human slavery “are 
absolutely void, because contrary to the law of nature, which 
is the law of God, by which he makes his way known to man, 
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aiwi is paraiEioiiiit to all homan control,” King noted that tiie 
Semte was adfonmed under much excitement created by my 
intioduclicm rf what was called original principles.'*^ The 
revival of these far from original principles in the United 
States presumably was encouraged by the fact that in England 
as kte as those same years the old Dissenting radical John 
Gartwri^t stiH explained in pamphlet upon pamphlet that 
“human rights . . . have their origin . . . and obligatory force 
in the immutable Law of God, who created man a moral 
being,” and that a law at variance with this law of God was 
“void and of no effect”^ 

Ihe transition from ei^teenth-century to nineteenth-century 
radicalism may be illustrated by the case of William Ellery 
Ghamiang.^ Bom in 1780, Cbanning grew up in Newport, 
Rhode Island. His grandfather signed the Declaration of 
Indepa^ence; George Washington once slept at the Chan- 
nii^’ home; Channmg himself was present at the Rhode 
Island convention whid ratified the United States Constitu- 
tionL The pastors of the First and Second Congregational 
Churches winch his family attended were Samuel Hopkins, 
picHieer aboBlionist but also the expositor of Calvinist ortho¬ 
doxy, and William Patten, who in 1795 published Christianity 
ihe True R^igjum in reply to Paine's Appeal to Reason. At 
Harvard, according to his classmate Joseph Story, Channing 
studied Lodce s essay on human understanding and Bishop 
Watson's s^Iogy for the Bible, which the Harvard Cor- 
pofatian placed in the hands of every student. As a senior 
Chazming instigated an address supporting President John 
Adams m his ooH war with revolutionary France. In brief, if 
there was a conservative influence which failed to influence 
Ghannmg's ymiA, it is not reccarded. 

&it wMie at Harvard he chanced on Richard Price's Recieto 
of Momk. "Ric^” he wrote two years before his death, 
"saved me finom Lodces phil(^(q>hy. He gave me the doctrine 
of nkas, ai^ during my life I have written the words Love, 
Ri^ht, etc., willi a coital. That book profoundly moulded 
my philosc^y into the fram it has always retained.” Then, 
during two seminal years as a tutor in Richmond, Virginia, 
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Channing read Rousseau and Godwin. His emergent radical¬ 
ism, as he expounded it in letters to friends from Virginia, 
contained three cardinal ideas; 

1. "I am convinced that virtue and benevolence are natural 
to man," for the "prlnciplo of benevolence, sympathy, or hu¬ 
manity is ... strongly impressed on the heart by God himself,” 

2. "You evidently go upon the supposition," Channing wrote 
to one of his correspondents, “that the circumstances of our 
lives are decided by Heaven. I believe they are decided by 
ourselves. Man is the artificer of his own fortune.” 

3. “I find avarice the great bar to all my schemes, and I 
do not hesitate to assert that the human race will never be 
happier than at present till the establishment of a community 
of property." 

Having thus enunciated the characteristic Dissenting axi¬ 
oms of the natural goodness of man and of free will, and (in an 
extreme form) the equally characteristic corollary that human 
rights come before property rights, the young prophet ended: 
“My dear Shaw, I fear you will say I am crazy. No, no,-" 


Notes 

1. Locke's lack of concern to safeguard the rights of Individuals once 
they have entered society is emphasized by Wlllmoore Kendall, John 
Locke and the Doctrine of Majority-Rule (Urbana, Ill., 1941) and 
0, B. Macplierson, The Political Theory of Possessive Individualism 
(Oxford, 1962). 

2. Georges Lefebvre, The Coming of the Frerwh Revolution, tr. Robert 
R. Palmer (Now York, 1947), pp. 177-78, 180, 181. 

3. Declaration of Independence, preface to the 1942 edition, pp. xiil-xiv. 

4. Quoted In J. W. Gough, Fundamental Law in English Constitutional 
History (Oxford, 1955), p. 195. 

5. Davis, Problem of Slavery, p. 418. 

6. Francis Hutcheson, A System of Moral Philosophy (London, 1755), 
I, 257, 295. Hutcheson first distinguished alienable from inalienable 
rights in An Inquiry into the Original of Our Ideas of Beauty and 
Virtue (London, 1725), p. 261, where the “marks” of an inalienable 
right are said to be (a) that it is not within our natural power to trans¬ 
fer the right, and/or (b) that the transfer would serve no “valuable 
Purpose." 

7. James Burah, Britain’s Remembrancer . . . Being Some Thoughts on 
. . . the Effects of the Vices Which Now Prevail, 5th ed. (London, 
1746), p. 8 et passim. 



62 ( ( ( INWLLBXrrUAL OWOINB OF AMKBKiANf HADICAI,JWM 

8. FoltticdL DUquitUUms, MI, Sr-3, 17, etc. 

9. Account of the Ceasatet, P- 10* 


10. Ibid., p. 85. 

n Ibid DO. 9. 25. 83-87, 71 n., 77, 78, 80-88, 88-87, Compurc the 
legisktion recommended by Burgh In Politiotd DiaqvMtiona, III, 198. 

12. Account of the Cetaares, »• 

the Temporary Regulationa (UntU Better Shall Be Propoaad) fmjw 
Intended Settlement. . . f^rSiem Uone, 8d ed. London, mH), 
pp. 1-2,16-19,21,69,73i E. C. P. Laeoe lee, Ormfle Hhapi and the 
Freedom of the Slavea in England (London, 1928), pp. 18-14. 

13 John Brown, An EsHmate of the Mannera and PHnoiplea of the Timea 
(London, 1757, 1758), I, 29. 

14. [John Brown], Thou^ta on CMl Liberty, or Lioentiouaneaa, and 
Faction, 2d ed. (London, 1765), pp. 13,19. 

15. Ibid., pp. 33, 38-41, 153-60. 

16. Joseph Priestley, An Eaaay on a Courae of Liberal Plduaatkm for CAoil 
and Active Life ... to Which Are Added, Remarka on a Code of 
Education, Proposed by Dr. Brown, in a Late Treatiae, IntUled, 
Thoughts on Civil Liberty, Etc. (London, 1765), p. 138. 

17. Ibid., pp. 144, 146-47, 147-48. 

18. Ibid., pp. 149-51. 

19. Ibid., pp. 154-55, 173. 

20. "Essay on Government," Works, XXII, 8. 

21. Ibid., XXII, 8, 11-12. 


22. Ibid., XXII, 27, 12-13. 

23. Ibid., XXM, 29-32. 

24. Ibid., XXII, 13. 

25. Paine to Jefferson, [January or February, 1788], Papers of Jefferson, 
XIII, 4-5, 

26. Thad W. Tate, "The Social Contract in America, 1774-1787i 
Revolutionary Theory as a Conservative Instrument," William and 
Mary Quarterly, 3d ser., XXII (1965), 378. 

27. Richard Price, The Nature and Dignity of the Human Soul (L<mdon, 
1766), p. 4. There may be a connection between Priestley's some¬ 
what less absolute insistence on individual liberties and the fact that, 
in contrast to Price, he was a philosophical determinist; the two 
Riends debated the matter in A Free Discussion of the Doctrines of 
Materialism, and Philosophical Necessity, in a Correspondence 
Between Dr. Price and Dr. Priestley (London, 1778), It is also 
of some interest that Anthony Collins (1676-1729), from whom 
Prie'dey said that he first learned of philosophical materialism and who 
inspired the youthful Franklin's Dissertation on Liberty and Neces¬ 
sity, Pleasure and Pain (London, 1725), is thought to have been a 
collaborator of Trenchard and Gordon, who were attacked for their 
determinism in John Jackson, A Defense of Human Liberty, in 
Answer to the Principm Arguments Which Have Been Alleged Against 
It; and Particularly to Cato’s Letters on That Subject. . . (London, 
1725). 


28. Richard Price, Observations on the Nature of Civil lAberty, The 



CiEBTAIN XNALIEMABLE BIGHTS 63 

FHndpUs of Gomrnmmi, and ih$ fustiae and falicy of tha War 
with Amarim, 8th wl. (London, 1778), pp. 1-3, 5-6. 

29. Baoond Trmtha, Saotionn 22-24. I^cslio Stophan counmants: ^Xocke 
conld raconc'ila »luvory to hl« the«rto«i Ilou««aaa claclarea that tha 
words 'skvory' and 'right' ara contradlatory and mutnally exclusive" 
{UiMofy of Enf^lkh Thought in the Eightmnth Cmfuryt 3d ad, of 
X902 [reprinted New York, 1949], 11, 192). 

30. Price, Additional Ohnarmtions, p, 2. 

31. Preface to Ohmtvatiom, 5th ad. 

32. X^lncoln, English Dissmt, pp, 114-15. Price's work, as Lincoln adds, 
"reveals the extant to which the theories of Locke had become a 
techniciue, a political t<}xt capable of sustaining any gloss, and yet 
certain, from Its familiarity, to excite attention" (ibid., p. 148). 

33. Obsermtions, p. 0. 

34. Additional Obsarvations, p. 10. 

35. Ibid., pp. 10, 10-11. 

36. Ibid., pp. 11-13, 14 n,, 17. The quotation from Priestley is in "Essay 
on Government," Works, XXll, 10; see also ibid., XXll, 12j "It is 
a man's civil liberty which is originally in its full force, and part of 
which he sacrifices when he enters into a state of society; and politi¬ 
cal liberty is that which ho may, or may not acquire in the compensa¬ 
tion he receives for it." 

37. filio Ilakvy, The Growth of Philosophical Radicalism, tr, Mary 
Morris (London, 1928), p, 138. 

38. The Records of the Federal Convention of 1787, ed. Max Farrand 
(New Haven, London, Oxford, 1911), 11, 137, 

39. Thomas Jefferson to Francis W. Gilmer, June 7, 1816, The Writings 
of Thomas Jefferson, ed, Paul L, Ford (New York and London, 

1899) X, 32. 

40. "The Fugitive Slave Law," The Complete Essays and Other Writings 
of Ralph Waldo Emerson, ©d. Brooks Atkinson (New York, 1940), 
p, 800, "Cicero, Grotius, Coke, Blackstone, Burlamaqui, Vattel, 
Burke, Jefferson, do all affirm this," Emerson stated. 

41. Bingham is quoted In Congressional Globe, 39th Cong., 1st Sess., p. 
1292; Stevens' speech of September 4,1866, at Bedford, Pennsylvania, 
is quoted from a manuscript in Stevens' papers in W, R. Brock, 
An American Crisis: Congress and Reconstruction, 1868^1867 (Lon¬ 
don, 1963), p. 150. 

42. Granville Sharp, Extract of a Letter to a Gentleman in Maryland .. ., 
4th ed. (London, 1806), pp. 3-4. 

43. Rufus King to Christopher Gore, February 17, 1820, The Life and 
Correspondence of Rufus King, ed. Charles R. King (New York, 

1900) , VI, 276-77 and n. 

44. Major [John] Cartwright, New Preamble and Explanatory Table of 
Contents, of a Bill of Rights and Liberties (London, 1819), p, 5. 

45. John W. Chadwick, William Ellery Channing: Minister of Religion 
(New York and Boston, 1903), pp. 42-43; Memoirs of William Ellery 
Channing, 5th ed. (Boston, 1851), especially I, 102, 109-15. 




PRAXIS 




CHAPTER 3: 


THE 

PA OTU 

m UnKi 

BELONGS 

TO 

THE 

LIVING 


The latent tension within the natural rights philosophy of 
the Declaration of Independence between an outlook on so¬ 
ciety based on property and a contrasting perspective built on 
conscience, or on self-determining human activity, could not 
long be avoided. It was symbolic that the year of the Declara¬ 
tion also witnessed the publication of The Wealth of Nations, 
which developed the idea of inalienable liberty in the direc¬ 
tion of laissez-faire liberalism, and of the Newcastle address 
of Thomas Spence, which held ihat "the power of alienating 
the least morsel [of land], in any manner, from the parish, 
either at this or any time hereafter, is denied.”^ 

The ambiguity of the Declaration reflected the composite 
character of the Revolution as a social movement. Both capi¬ 
talist and democratic, the Revolution drew support from many 
social groups: Southern slaveholders as well as Northern mer¬ 
chants, poor tenant farmers and artisans as well as men of 
wealth. The Revolution’s manifesto had to speak to and for 
all of them. The Declaration could no more counterpose prop- 



gg ( { ( IJnELIJSCTUAL OBIGINS OF AMEBICAN BADICAIJSM 

&ty rights and human rights than its framers could permit 
coalition around the single goal of indq[>endence to 
degenerate into a squabble between North and South. When 
Jefferson s draft attacked the slave trade as oppressive to the 
“sacked Tights of life and liberty*" (not property) of “human 
nature ifedf,"* tibe passage was excised. But after the Revo- 
hiticm, still more after ftie adoption of the Constitution, the 
ccmtradictions within the coalition became visible and the am¬ 
biguities in the ideology had to be confronted. 

The most precise fcMmuIation of the relation between human 
rights and property rights in the Declaration of Independence 
was saggested by James Madison. Writing to James Brown 
of £e!ntud:y in 17^ Madison said that at the beginning of 
the Revolution “the two classes of rights were so little dis¬ 
criminated, that a provisKm for the rights of persons was sup¬ 
posed to include of itself those of property; and it was natural 
to infer, from the taadency of republican laws, that these 
different interests wouH be more and more identified.” But 
eq>edeiice had shown, Madison continued, that “in all popu¬ 
lous countries the smaller part only can be interested in pre- 
serVii^ the rights of pnqperty.” He went on to recommend the 
creation of a separate l^islative chamber, elected by property 
hdkiers oafy, to pt3tect property rights.^ 

Radical Dissei^rs, who had done so much to formulate the 
axioim iff the Revolution s natural rights philosophy, helped 
also to clarify a corollary argument opposed to Madison’s. John 
Adams Uamed advocacy of unicameral legislatures on the 
lamentable fact that 

my CQuntiymen were running wild and into danger from a too 
ardent and inconsiderate pursuit cff erroneous opinions of gov¬ 
ernment whkh have been propagated among them by some of 
their fil-Infonned favorites and by various writings which were 
very pc^mlar among them, such as the pamphlet (Sdled Common 
Seme^ for one example among many others, particularly Mrs. 

s HiMorg, Mr. Burghs FoMcd Disqmsitions, Mr. 

Tmgp^*s 

From the dialogue aQuded to by Adams developed Jefferson’s 
critique erf inheritance and Thoreau’s attack on alienated 
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labor. These Americans did not carry the economic argoment 
to the conclusions of Karl Marx, but by taking many of the 
first steps they opened up new possibilities for the criti¬ 
cism of private property’s political companion, the bourgeois 
nation-state. 


Despite Bernard Bailyn’s assertion that the Dissenters did 
not advocate “social or economic reforms’^ and were not con¬ 
cerned “to recast the social order nor with the problems of 
economic inequality and the injustices of stratified societies,’^^ 
Dissenting radicalism raised awkward questions about the 
absolute right of private property from its first pamphlet to 
its last James Burgh, for example, protested in 1749 that 
common opinion does not condemn those who get rich “by 
grinding the face of the poor,*’ but shames those who are 
“poor for want of impudence to elbow mankind, or through 
too much narrowness of conscience, or too mudh largeness of 
heart”; held in 1754 that “the general consent of society, 
the law of the country, in which a person lives, may, for wise 
and generally beneficial purposes, render prc^)erty, oth^wise 
rightful, not tenable; and may make all things commcwa”; 
and maintained in 1756 that “all above the Conveniencies of 
Life is absolutely useless.”® 

There were fl^ee key Dissenting arguments agam^ 
right to unlimited accumulation justified by Locke’s Second 
Treatise and taken for granted by the “commonwealthmen 
of the early eighteenth century. The first was the andei^ 
conception that the earth was given by God, its ultimate 
owner, to mankind in common: or as the American Quaker 
John Woolman put it, that *the Creator of the earth is tte 
owner of it.”® The second argumeat, congenial to Noncon¬ 
formist asceticism, wss that a man has a ri^t onfy to that 
property which he requires for his subsistence. Thus Fr ankhn 
observed to (of all people) the financier Robert Morris: All 
the Property that is nec^sary to a Man, for the Consovatioii 
of the Individual and the PropagaticMi of the Spemes, is his 
natural Right, which none can justly depive him <rf: But all 
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Property superfluous to such purposes is the Property of the 
Publick. . . The third argument exposed the central con- 
tradktiiHi in the thought of Locke and was the basis of all 
Jefferson’s comments on this subject It was that the inherit¬ 
ance of private property is ri^tfully just as subject to social 
regulation as the inheritance of political power. 

The drift of the Dissenting discussion was to turn upside 
down Lodces conception that property was the most absolute 
of ri^ts, and that^ therefore, all other rights were a kind of 
property. Fm* the Dissenters conscience, and the allied intel¬ 
lectual rights, were absolute and inalienable, while economic 
arrangements were increasingly viewed by them as matters of 
convenience. An interesting illustration of their feeling for 
these matters is Granville Sharp’s discussion of what rights 
of the king are inalienaUe. The king, says Sharp, cannot sell 
hs subjects, fear Tiber homo” is “quasi res sacra” who “vendi 
non potest” (the quotations were taken by Sharp from Brac- 
ton). Other rights are “inherent in the Crown, for the public 
good, and canned Aerefcare be disposed of, or alienated, viz. 
such as Peace, Justice, etc.” Still oAer rights can be aliened 
for a time, among Aem “sea-wrecks, treasures foxmd, great 
fish, as whales, sturgeons, and oAer royal fish.” But land— 
mere land—can be aliened absolutely.® 

, I>lssenting protest against Ae outrage of human rights 
in the name of preperty ri^ts might take Ae form eiAer of 
cfenjrtng property rights or of insisting Aat human rights were 
just as tangible. Thus, on Ae one hand, Priestley contended 
inhisEssi^onGooemmen^ Aat “Ae very idea of property . . . 
is founded upon a regard to the general good of Ae society 
under vdic^e protectk>n it is en^yed; and nothing is properly 
a mads own, but what gaoeral rules, which have for Aeir 
object Ae good of Ae whole, give to him.” Hence “when- 
era.,. rid^ ... are abused, to Ae injury of Ae whole,” Ae 
citizmry may demand Aat Aey be givra up.® This was also 
Ae ba^ of Rranklin’s protest at Ae end of his life against 
a plan to change Pennsylvania’s unicameral legislature into 
a conventional Incameral institution. Supposing Aat Ae rich 
(those owning jHoperty valued at one thousand pounds) were 
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no more than two percent of the total freemen, Franklin asked 
why they should be given a negative on the majority's will. 
Illustrating his argument by the familiar example of an Indian 
society In which "hunting is free for all,” Franklin contended 
that the accumulation of property in such a society would 
be the result, not of individual effort only, but of "the Pro¬ 
tection afforded to it by the joint Strength of the Society." 
And therefore, Franklin continued. 

Private Property ... is a Creature of Society, and is subject to the 
Calls of that Society, whenever its Necessities shall require it, even 
to its last Farthing; its Contributions therefore to the public 
Exigencies are not to be considered as conferring a Benefit on the 
Publick, entitling the Contributors to the Distinctions of Honour 
and Power, but as the Return of an Obligation previously re¬ 
ceived, or the Payment of a just Debt. The Combinations of 
Civil Society are not like those of a Set of Merchants, who club 
their Property in different Proportions for Building and Freight¬ 
ing a Ship, and may therefore have some Right to vote in the 
disposition of the Voyage in a greater or less Degree according 
to their respective Contributions; but the important ends of 
Civil Society, and the personal Securities of Life and Liberty, 
these remain the same in every Member of the society; and 
the poorest continues to have an equal Claim to them vdth the 
most opulent, whatever Difference Time, Chance, or Industry 
may occasion in their Circumstances. 

"On these Considerations," Franklin concluded, he was sorry 
to see a disposition among some of the people of Pennsylvania 
“to commence an Aristocracy, by giving the Rich a predonoi- 
nancy in Government.”^® 

If Franklin and Priestley turned in a direction Locke had 
not intended the latter's argument tihat the security of prop¬ 
erty requires laws and judges, so, on the other hand, some 
Dissenters pressed to un-Lockean ends Locke’s conc^tion of 
life and liberty as properties. “Every man,” James Burgh con¬ 
tended in those Political Disquisitions so widely read in 
America, “has what may be called property, and unalienable 
property. Every man has a life, a personal liberty, a character, 
a right to his earnings, a right to a religious profession and 
worship according to his conscience, etc. and many men, who 
are in a state of dependence upon others, and who receive 
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charity, have wives and children in whom they have a right.”*’' 
This line of argument culminated in Shelley’s cry, in his Phih- 
sophicd View of Reform almost half a century later, that 
Malthus was seeking to take from the poor even marriage, 
“that property which is as strictly their birthright as a gentle¬ 
man’s land is his birthright.”*® 

Cartwright’s LegislaMve Rights of the Commonalty Vindi¬ 
cated (1776) exemplified the whole battery of Dissenting 
queries to Locke’s teaching on property. Eighteenth-century 
England was a society in whidi a ten-year-old girl might be 
hanged for stealing a pocket handkerchief. Thundered Cart¬ 
wright; “The greater felons, who are ready at its command to 
destroy their country, are caressed and rewarded: but little 
ones, indeed, who take a purse or steal a sheep, are hanged 
without remorse. . . .” (Just so, in revolutionary France, 
Brissot argued against capital punishment for th^t on the 
ground that only an infringement of natural ri^ts deserved 
death.) There were other kinds of property, Cartwright con¬ 
tinued, in addition to “what is vulgarly called property.” 
Though a man 

should have neither lands nor gold, nor herds nor flocks; yet he 
may have parmits and kindred, he may possess a wife and an 
oflEspring to be solicitous for. He hath also by birthright a pro¬ 
perty in the English constitution: which, if not unworthy of such 
a blessing, will be more dear to him than would be many acres 
of the soil without it. 

Further, according to Cartwright, “those valuable members 
of the state by whose manual labours its very existence is 
preserved . . . and on which depend also the affluence, the 
.ease, and aU the elegancies of the more fortunate classes of 
the people,” have a right to the products of their labor. “It is 
* certain that every man who labours with his hands, hath a 
i property which is of importance to the state: for Mr. Locke 
:has admirably well observed that, 'every man has a property 
in his own person; the labour of his body and the work of 
his hands, we may say are properly his’.” Cartwright remarked 
that the laboring man or mechanic cannot obtain food or 
clothes or tools without paying sales taxes. Hence, “accord- 
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ing to the received doctrine of pro'p&rty,” they should vote. 

After all, Cartwright concluded this portion of his dis¬ 
cussion, it is not property which constitutes freedom. "Doubt¬ 
less it is the immediate gift of God to all the human species, by 
adding free-will to rationality” If political representation were 
based on "the accident of property,” then what was repre- 
I sented would be property as much as men, Cartwright 
agreed with Beccarla that property is the means, not the end, 
of the social compact. The scavenger had a bettar right to 
his vote than the peer to his coronet or the king to his crown: 
for the latter derived from the laws of men, the former from 
the laws of God. Anticipating Franklin, Cartwright insisted 
that society was not a trading company. The one depends on 
property, the other on ‘'personality,” The one can make any 
artificial rule it pleases, the other rests on that civil liberty 
which "is a natural blessing,” Therefore: 

A right of being represented, every man owes to God, who gave 
him his freedom; but many a man owes his wealth to the devil. 
It ought, in that case, to give him a rope, rather than a repre¬ 
sentative.** 

These ideas, like Cartwright’s complementary confidence in 
the common man's ability to know, developed gradually 
among Dissenters. It should not be supposed that all Dissent¬ 
ing radicals were equally indignant about poverty, above all 
not that they were consistently so, Priestley, for instance, ex¬ 
pressed opinions on the poor laws as ferocious as those of 
Locke, For most of his life, too, Priestley’s political opinions 
were "Trinitarian”: in a revision of his Lectures on History and 
General Policy, published in Philadelphia in 1803, Priestley 
favored an electoral college, bicameral legislatures, property 
and literacy qualifications for voting, and representative 
rather than direct democracy. Yet for a moment at the height 
of the French Revolution (we shall find this same phenome¬ 
non in JeflFerson) Priestley's political opinions were very dif¬ 
ferent from those just enumerated. In a tract published in 
London in 1791 and entitled A Political Dialogue on the 
General Principles of Government, Priestley argued that just as 
no system of checks and balances was needed in the govern- 
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ment of a parish or township, so a nation needed none. To 
Madisonian bicameralism he laid the sharpest axe of aU: 
if private property required special protection, then private 
property should be abolished. In Priestley’s words, 

if the majority of the people understand their own interest, 
there can be no good reason why they should not have the power 
of promoting it, and that with as little obstruction and delay as 
possible. If the obstruction and delay arise from orders of men 
who have interests opposite to that of the majority of the 
people, such orders ought not to exist, but should be extermi¬ 
nated as a nuisance, necessarily operating to the diminution of 
public happiness.^* 

The views of Richard Price evolved in roughly similar 
fashion. His Review of Morals, published twenty years before 
the outbreak of the American Revolution, expres.sed conven¬ 
tional views toward private property. But his Observations on 
the Importance of the American Revolution, published ten 
years after it, contains a remarkable passage. The happiest 
social state, Price wrote (echoing Rousseau and indeed Locke), 
is the middle state between the savage and refined. There is 
a danger that as commerce develops it will not endure. With 
this in mind, Plato, More, and “Mr. Wallis” have 

proposed plans, which, by establishing a community of goods 
and annilmting property, would make it impossible for any 
one member of a State to think of enslaving the rest, or to con¬ 
sider himself as having any interest distinct from that of his 
fellow-citizens. Such theories are in speculation pleasing; nor 
perhaps are they wholly impracticable. Some approaches to 
them may hereafter be made; and schemes of government may 
take place, which shall leave so httle, besides personal merit, to 
be a means of distinction, as to exclude from society most of the 
causes of evil. But be this as it will; it is out of doubt that there 
is an equality in society which is essential to liberty, and which 
every State that would continue virtuous and happy ought as far 
as possible to maintain.—It is not in my power to describe the 
best method of doing this.*® 

The most significant exemplar of a progressively more radi¬ 
cal attitude toward private property, because of his wide 
American readership, is Thomas Paine. Common Sense ex¬ 
plicitly blamed what is wrong with the world on government, 
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not on property. "Oppression is often the consequence, but 
I seldom or never the means of riches.... But there is another 
and greater distinction for which no truly natural or religious 
reason can be assigned, and that is the distinction of men Into 
KINGS and SUBJECTS." Male and female, continued Paine 
in Common Sense, "are the distinctions of nature, good and 
bad the distinctions of heaven; but how a race of men came 
into the world so exalted above the rest, and distinguished 
like some new species, is worth inquiring into.” When he 
wrote Agrarian Justice twenty years later, Paine viewed the 
Garden of Eden more in the maimer of John Ball ("When 
Adam delved and Eve span/ Who was then the gentleman?”). 
"It is wrong to say God made rich and poor; He made only 
. maJe and female; and He gave them the earth for their inherit- 
I ance.” Poverty, Paine now held, “exists not in the natural 
I state." Neither did property. Therefore a landowner properly 
' owns only the improvements he makes on a piece of land, not 
the land itself, and “owes to the community a ground-rent 
(for I know of no better term to express the idea).” 

Paine disclaimed any desire to redivide property by an 
"agrarian law,” For those dispossessed by "the landed monop¬ 
oly” from their portion in the common inheritance of the 
earth, Paine asked only an indemnity. Like Jefferson, he 
sought to find a rectifying instrument in the process of in¬ 
heritance. A heavy inheritance tax would serve to correct an 
unjust "system" without disturbing the individual present 
possessors, whom Paine considered innocent. A “national fund” 
would distribute fifteen pounds to each person as he reached 
the age of twenty-one, and ten pounds a year to every person 
fifty years and over, "as a compensation in part; for the loss 
of his or her natural inheritance, by the introduction of the 
system of landed property.” 

; Despite these moderate features. Agrarian Justice (taken 
together, of course, with more sweeping proposals such as 
i those of Spence and William Godwin) signified the end of 
’) what has been termed the political theory of possessive in- 
I dividualism. It insisted that because "the earth, in its natural 
uncultivated state was, and ever would have continued to be. 
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the common property of the human race,'’ society owed every 
’ individual, as a matter not of charity but of justice, a livelihood 
I no worse than would have been his in a state of nature. It 
recognized that "personal property" as well as land derived 
i most of its value from society. Further, cognizant of the 
transition from a handicraft to an industrialized economy, 
Paine remarked that "the accumulation of personal property 
is, in many instances, the effect of paying too little for the labor 
that produced it; the consequence of which is that the working 
hand perishes in old age, and the employer abounds in afflu¬ 
ence.” 

[ What was decisive was Paine’s recognition that a civfl 
I society based on the unlimited accumulation of property was 
ino longer untouchable, He still regarded government as the 
basis of society, but “a revolution in the state of civilization 
[the economic system] is the necessary companion of revo¬ 
lutions in the system of government.” Throughout Europe 
there was a new “consciousness” that the prevailing civili¬ 
zation “is as unjust in its principle, as it is horrid in its effects.” 
The “superstitious awe, the enslaving reverence, that formerly 
surrounded affluence, is passing away in all countries.’’^® Re- 
j phrasing Paine’s insight in the language of recent historiogra- 
‘ phy, one might say that the French and American revolutions 
j caused the erosion of "deference,” not merely for aristocracy 
I as a social estate, but for the inherited inequality of wealth 
; which made gentlemen possible. 

' The intellectual transition from Common Sense to Agrarian 
Justice may be diagrammatically summed up as follows. In 
1776, in keeping with Madison’s observation in his letter to 
James Brown, Paine made no distinction between property and 
the other “natural rights” which the "hereditary right” of mon¬ 
archy threatened. Paine’s 1788 letter to Jefferson expressed a 
further distinction between the rights of the mind, "natural 
rights” not surrendered by the individual in society, and "civil 
rights” such as that “of acquiring and possessing property,” 
In the second part of Rights of Man, Paine in turn divided 
: the latter, discriminating property which resulted from a 
man’s own labor from that engendered by unjust and “un- 
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natural" laws of inheritance. Agrarian Justice elaborated this 
final distinction. 

Thus a subsequent controversy about forms of property lay 
concealed in the Revolutionary controversy about forms of 
government. Price and Cartwright quarreled with Burke 
about the nature of representation before Burke condemned 
Price and Paine for their views on patriotism and aristocracy 
at the time of the French Revolution; Paine's attack on in¬ 
herited property in Rights of Man, Part Second, began as a 
response to Burke's advocacy of the inherited political rights 
of the aristocracy to representation in the House of Lords. 
Similarly John Adams, alarmed by Paine's support for uni¬ 
cameralism in Common Sense and Turgot's support for it in 
a letter published by Price, wrote his Thoughts on Govern¬ 
ment and Defense of the Constitutions of America to recom¬ 
mend the bicameral system. But a straight line led from 
bicameralism to the concept that private property was an 
absolute right beyond the reach of government, as from uni¬ 
cameralism to the Rousseauian concept that private prop¬ 
erty was a social convention at the disposal of a majority of 
the people. "Property, property! that is the diflBiculty,” Adams 
noted as he reread The Social Contract when President of 
the United States.” It was indeed. 

n 

The most important American reflection of Dissenting dis¬ 
cussion about property was Jefferson's doctrine that the earth 
belongs to the living. It was in this form that the Revolution¬ 
ary generation approached most nearly the socialist conception 
' that living labor has claims superior to any property rights. 

The origin of Jefferson’s idea has been enveloped in con¬ 
siderable mystery. It was, according to Jefferson’s editor 
Julian P, Boyd, "the one great addition to Jefferson’s thought 
that emerged from his years of residence at the center of 
European intellectual ferment.” But Boyd, following Adri¬ 
enne Koch, thinks the immediate catalyst for Jefferson’s artic¬ 
ulation of the concept was not a Frenchman but an English 
physician named Richard Gem. Jefferson expressed ffie idea 
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that “the earth belongs In usufruct to the living" in a letter 
to Madison written September 6, 1789, during a week's ill¬ 
ness in the midst of the great National Assembly debates about 
the Declaration of the Rights of Man and the confiscation 
of feudal privileges. Gem attended Jefferson in his illness, 
Jefferson placed his letter to Madison in Gem’s hands, and 
undated communications between the two very strongly sug¬ 
gest that Jefferson’s letter was preceded and followed by Gem- 
Jefferson conversations on the same subject.^® 

Althou^ little is known about him, Gem evidently exem¬ 
plified the close relationship between English Dissenters and 
French philosophes. An Englishman with (in the words of 
a contemporary) an "openly-avowed penchant to unitarian- 
ism,” and (so Boyd says) “an ardent devotee of republican 
principles,” Gem was described by Jefferson as "a pure theorist, 
of the sect called the oeconomists, of which Turgot was con¬ 
sidered as the head.” Boyd notes also that Jefferson possessed 
a declaration of ri^ts written by Condorcet and translated 
by Gem into English. These references to Turgot and Con¬ 
dorcet take on new meaning when laid beside a passage of 
Priestley’s hitherto unnoticed. In his Lectures on History and 
General Policy, first published in 1788, Plriestley wrote as fol¬ 
lows: 

The safe transferring, as well as the secure possession of prop¬ 
erty, is a privilege which we derive from society. But it is a 
question among politicians, how far this privilege should extend. 
That all persons should have the absolute disposal of their prop¬ 
erty during their own lives, and while they have the use of their 
understanding, was never toputed. But some (and among them 
is M. Turgot) say, there should be no testament; a man should 
have no power of disposing of his property after his death, but 
it should be distributed by the law, according to the degrees of 
consanguinity. Whereas in most, if not all the civilized states 
of Europe, every man has an indefinite power over his property, 
so that he can direct the enjoyment of it in all future time.'® 

Immediately after his parenthetical reference to Turgot, Priest¬ 
ley placed the following footnote: “See Vie de M. Turgot (by 
Condorcet), 1786, p. 234.” Condorcet’s book seems a very 
likely source for the doctrine which, then, would only have 
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been reinforced In 1789 by the friend of Turgot and Condor- 
cet, Richard Gem. 

Once more, however, we are clearly dealing with an Idea 
which was In the air among an International circle of intel¬ 
lectual friends and cannot, without misplaced concreteness, 
be attributed to any single author, time, or place. More than 
that: the Idea that the earth belongs to the living represented 
a resolution of a dec^-seated contradiction within the think¬ 
ing of Locke and Locke's followers, and should be seen in the 
context of earlier responses to the problem by Jefferson him¬ 
self. 

Locke's concern In his too little read First Treatise was, of 
course, to refute the thesis of Sir Robert Filmer that the 
right of kingship was inherited from Adam. Locke's dilemma 
was to deny the inheritance of political power without denying 
the inheritance of property as well. Vi^y, he asks explicitly, 
when parents die Intestate does their property “not return 
again to the common stock of mankind”? Primogeniture posed 
a particular problem for him because of its similarity to the 
inheritance of the throne; and again Locke comments in so 
many words that 

in Countries where their particular Municipal Laws give the 
whole Possession of Land entirely to the First Bom, and Descent 
of Power has gone so to Men by this Custom, some have been 
apt to be deceived into an Opinion, that there was a Natural or 
Divine Right of Primogeniture, to both Estate and Power; and 
that the Inheritance of both Rule over Men and Property in 
things, sprang from the some Original, and were to descend by 
the same Rules.*® 

Thus, just as in the chapter on property in the Second Trea¬ 
tise, Locke formulates (in the process of discarding) later 
radical arguments that God gave the earth to men in connmon 
and that no man should own more than he can personally 
consume, so in his discussion of Inheritance in the First Trea¬ 
tise Locke put into words (if only to refute) something very 
close to Jefferson's subsequent idea. For Locke, as Paul Lucas 
has expressed the matter in a brilliant dissertation, it “had to 
be shown that property did not fall with the state. Properly had 
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to be rendered legally secure while crowns were made legally 
precarious”; or in another of Lucas’ formulations: "Locke 
wanted to have the best of two worlds—to bind property by 
consent to the State to avoid anarchy, and at the same time, 
by rendering its inheritance a natural right, to allow for revo¬ 
lutions that would not endanger property."®^ 

But neither radicals nor conservatives would long permit the 
two kinds of inheritance to be differently conceptualized. 
Dissenters saw kingship and primogeniture as aspects of a 
single “Norman Yoke.” Thus Catharine Macaulay maintained 
that “by the system of government imposed by William the 
Norman tyrant, all but the great landholders, who held their 
estates from father to son, by feudal entail, were in a state 
of abject and impassable vassalage, excluded from any voice 
in the legislature, or property in the soil.”®® Similarly Paine, 
writing in the 1790s, mixed economic and political metaphors 
together in arguing that "man has no property in man; neither 
has any generation a property in the generations which are to 
follow,” or again, that “our ancestors, like ourselves, were but 
tenants for life in the great freehold of rights.”®* 

If radicals tended to the conclusion that the dead cannot 
bind the living either in politics or economics, conservatives 
drifted toward the inverse proposition that, as Lucas puts it, 
“the over-mighty subject who challenges a royal heir’s right 
to the Crown questions his own title to his own property.”®* 
That proposition was axiomatic for Burke, but an earlier and 
more complex discussion which, in addition, undoubtedly 
influenced Jefferson, was William Blackstone’s. 

Blackstone simultaneously aflSnned that the inheritance of 
kingship “in general corresponds with the feodal path of 
descents, chalked out by the common law on the succession to 
landed estates,” and that neither lands nor thrones were “natu¬ 
rally descendible.” His account of the origin of private prop¬ 
erty followed that of Locke and other theorists of the social 
contract with the all-important exception that Blackstone con¬ 
sidered its end product—a "permanent right of property" 
legitimizing bequests from father to son—^“no natural, but 
merely a civil right.” No more than Hume did Blackstone 
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intend skepticism concerning Locke’s natural rights philoso* 
phy to undermine tibo continuance of private property, which 
all three took for granted. Still, there were the words: “natu¬ 
rally speaking, the Instant a man ceases to be, he ceases to 
have any dominion.”*''' Jefferson was forgetting Blackstone’s 
Commentaries when, in his 1789 letter to Madison, he charac¬ 
terized "the question Whether one generation of men has 
a right to bind another” as one which "seems never to have 
been started either on this or our side of the water,”** 

By the time he wrote the Declaration of Independence 
Jefferson had long held views on the nature of land tenure 
which (so he commented later) were shared only by his 
mentor in the law, George Wythe.*’’’ These he crisply sum¬ 
marized in his Summary View of the Rights of British Amer¬ 
ica, in 1774. According to Jefferson, land grants in the Ameri¬ 
can colonies embodied "the fictitious principle that all lands 
belong originally to the king” because emigrants from England 
“were laborers, not lawyers" and misunderstood the situation. 
In reality, so Jefferson maintained, the fundamental form of 
landholding in English common law was not feudal but 
"allodial,” that is, held "in absolute dominion, disencumbered 
with any superior.” 

Jefferson believed allodial possession to be “the basis or 
groundwork" of English land law because he believed it to be 
the oldest form of ownership. “In the earlier ages of the Saxon 
settlement feudal holdings were certainly altogether un¬ 
known,” Jefferson wrote in the Summary View,^^ His student 
notebooks show whence he derived that opinion during “law 
reading which I found alwais strengthened it.”*® “Somner,” 
runs a characteristic entry, "concurs with those who think 
feudal tenures were introduced by the Conqueror, Somn. 
Gavelk. 112. If the feudal regulations prevailed at all among 
our Northern ancestors, before their irruption into the South¬ 
ern countries, it must have been in a very infantine state, for 
from a passage in Caesar we find the Germans even in his 
day had no fixed property in lands. ... L. 6 c. 20 —and Tacitus 
. . . de mor. Germ. 26.” In Robertson’s history of the reign of 
Charles V, Jefferson found the thesis that “property in land 
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seems to Iiave gone through four successive changes among 
pe<^le who settled in the various provinces of the Roman 
The stages were: (1) ‘‘While the barbarous remained 
in their own original countries they had no fixed property in 
land. -. (2) when the barlmrians conquered another coun¬ 

try their soldiers took land as freemen “in full property,’" that 
is, allodiaDy; (3) then land was held under feudal tenures 
but only for life; (4) finally, feuds became hereditary.^® 

Who then, according to Jefferson, owned the land of Amer¬ 
ica? Not the king, for “America was not conquered by William 
the Norman, myr it s lands surroadered to him or any of his 
sucoe^rs.*" Individual farmers? This would seem to follow 
from Jefferson’s definition of allodial tenure as “absolute 
r^t.*" But what Jefferson said in the Summary View was: 

From the nature and purpose of civil institutions, all the lands 
within the limits whidi any particular society has circumscribed 
around itself, are assumed by that society, and subject to their 
alktment only. This may be dcme by themselves assembled 
ccffleetivdiy, or by their legislature to whom they may have 
d^egated sovereign authority; and, if they are allotted in neither 
of these ways, eadi individual of the society may appropriate 
to hims^ such lands as he finds vacant, and occupancy will 
give him titie.*^ 

In odi^ words, Jefferson counterposed to feudal taoiure und^ 
the king of England absolute, allodial ownership eUher by 
a comfiumlty or by an individuaL There was therefore no 
contradiction betweaa these youthful formulations and the 
fate doctrine that the earth belongs to the living- In a letter 
of August 1776, Jefferson defined feudal tenure as “separation 
of the property from the perpetual use of lands,” and defined 
perp^iml use to mean men holding ‘%eir 1and<! as their per¬ 
sonal estate in ab^lute dominion.”^ Absolute property owner- 
by an indivklual meant precisely the right to use it during 
<mes own lifeima 

The famous land reforms wdiich Jefferson pushed through 
the Vi^mia legfahtiire after iiidq)«Qdence gave these views 
{Raetk^al expression. The abolition of entail made property 
available for the use of the present generation. The abolition 
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of primogeniture sought to ensure that all the present genera¬ 
tion might use property equally. And so did the proposal, 
which was not adopted by the legislature, to give each land¬ 
less (white) adult male a fifty-acre freehold from the wild 
land in the West owned by the state of Virginia. 

The continuity between Jefferson’s views on land tenure 
at the time of the American Revolution and his views on it 
at the time of the French Revolution is demonstrated by his 
letter to Reverend James Madison in October 1785. The letter 
begins with an account of a conversation with a poor woman 
who 

told me she was a day labourer, at 8. sous or 4 d. sterling the 
day; that she had two children to maintain, and to pay a rent of 
30 iivres for her house (which would consume the hire of 75 
days), that often she could get no emploiment, and of course 
was without bread. 

The incident suggested to Jefferson the necessity of reducing 
the Inequality of property so far as practicable by changing 
the laws of inheritance and by progressive taxation. Then he 
went on: 

Whenever there is in any country, uncultivated lands and un¬ 
employed poor, it is clear that the laws of property have been 
so far extended as to violate natural right. The earth is given as a 
common stock for man to labour and live on. If, for the encour¬ 
agement of industry wo allow it to be appropriated, we must take 
care that other employment be furnished to those excluded from 
the appropriation. If we do not the fundamental right to labour 
the earth returns to the unemployed.*® 

Here, to begin with, was the justification of the homestead 
law which Jefferson had proposed to the Virginia legislature 
in 1776. Here were also clearly anticipated elements of the 
theory of Agrarian Justice: the earth was given to mankind in 
common; those excluded from this inheritance must be indem¬ 
nified; this is a natural right, as opposed to the merely con¬ 
ventional ri^ts of property. In one respect Jefferson in this 
letter appeared to go beyond what either he or Paine said 
later. He seemed to imply that, in the absence of remedial 
state action, the unemployed might rightly take the land they 
needed. 
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According to Vernon Farrington, it was the belief that the 
human rights of life and liberty were more valuable than the 
rights of property which led JefFerson in the preamble to the 
Declaration of Independence to reject the word “property” 
and speak instead of “the pursuit of happiness.”®* Boyd, on 
the contrary, argues that “the pursuit of happiness” was a con¬ 
ventional phrase which Locke himself had used “at least 
three times, though not in a political context.”®” But whether 
or not there was significance in Jefferson’s use of the words 
“pursuit of happiness,” there may still have been significance 
in his failure to use the word “property.” When early in the 
French Revolution Lafayette submitted to Jefferson a draft 
of the Declaration of the Rights of Man, Jefferson struck the 
word “property” from the rights itemized by Lafayette, put¬ 
ting in its place: “the power to dispose of his person and the 
fruits of his industry, and of all his faculties.”®* These, we 
,may assume Jefferson to have believed, were natural human 
energies; property itself was a social convention. In a letter 
written in 1813, Jefferson explicitly denied that property was 
a natural right.®’^ 

Nevertheless, Farrington and the Frogressive historians in 
general exaggerate the extent to which the Declaration, or 
its author, or the Revolution which they rationalized, frontally 
attacked the rights of property. When Jefferson returned to 
the United States shortly after writing to Madison in September 
1789, the content of his words about the rights of the living 
genantion shrank. In France he clearly meant not only that no 
legislature should make public debts which its children would 
have to repay, and not only that every generation can rewrite 
its political constitution, but also that “it renders the question 
of reimbursement a question of generosity and not of right.” 
When hereditary rights are abolished, he went on, “the present 
holders, even where they, or their ancestors, have purchased, 
are in the case of bonS fide purchasers of what the seller had 
no right to convey.”®* There was no more talk about violation 
of contracts after Jefferson got home. It was left for Lincoln, 
not JefFerson, to confiscate without compensation two billion 
dollars’ worth of slaves. 
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JeEerson as an old man retained of tlie original doctrine only 
a vague speculative nostalgia for the primitive communism of 
barbarian societies. Robertson had described the ancient Ger¬ 
mans as being under no "formal obligation to serve the com¬ 
munity; all their services were purely voluntary; every 
individual was at liberty to chuse how far he would con¬ 
tribute towards carrying on any military enterprise. If he 
followed a leader in any expedition, it was from attadiment 
not from a sense of obligation.’*®^ JeflFerson and Franldin had 
just such a society near at hand in their own lifetime in the 
remaining tribes of Indians. Both frequently glanced sidewise 
at the intriguing alternative of the propertyless savages. 
Franldin commented at the time of the Revolution diat 

all the Intli ans of North America not under die Dominion of the 
Spaniards, are in that Natural State, being restrain'd by no Laws, 
having no Coiuts or Ministers of Justice, no Suits, no Prisons, 
no Governors vested with any legal Authority. The Persuasion 
of Men distinguished by Reputation of Wisdom is the only Means 
by which others are govern'd or rather led.—And the State of 
the Indians was probably the first State of aH Nations.'*^® 

A half-century later Jefferson gave a very similar description 
in that same letter to Francis Gilmer which asserted that, 
upon joining society, men ought to give up ncme of their 
natural rights. "Our Indians,** he wrote to Gihner, 

are evidently in that state of nature which has passed the associa¬ 
tion of a single family; and not yet submitted to the authoofy 
positive laws, or of any acknowledged magistrate. Every man, 
with them, is perfectly free to follow Lis own inclinations. But if, 
in doing this, he violates the rights of another, if the case be 
slight, he is punished by the disesteem of his society, or, as we 
say, by public opinion; if saious, he is tomahawked as a darn 
gerous enemy. 'Iheir leaders conduct them by the mfluenoe of 
thOT character only; and they foDow, or not, as they please, him 
of whose character for wisdom or war they have the hi^iest 
opinion.^ 

But no more than in the case of chattel slaveay did Jefferson see 
how to hring about what he wanted in a society based on pri¬ 
vate property, and the expansion of commerce and population. 
Indian society may be best, Jefferson wrote to Madison a few 



86 ( ( ( TN TRTJ.Kf rrrTAT. ORIGINS OF AMERICAN RADICALISM 

moR&s before the Constitutional Convention of 1787, but it 
is not possible for large numbers of people.^ He held that 
opmion to the end of his life. In 18^ the early American 
socialist Cornelius Blatchly sent Jefferson his Essay on Comr 
mm Weakhs, which argued that property was a social creation 
and should be in common. Acknowledging the book, the sage 
of Mcmticello said again that “communion of property” was 
possible only in small societies. Two years later he added in a 
letter to William Ludlow that the attempt to make property 
commcHi would be “treading back our steps a little way.”^® 
Eighteenth-century radicalism did not transcend private 
pn^perty in theory, any more than in practice. Its character¬ 
istic economic demand was not that the public a dminis ter the 
means of production or that the good man give all he had to 
the poor, but that the laborer be fuHy paid. Woolman, when 
all is said and done, asked the owner of property to be a 
faithful steward, Jefferson’s economic reforms were confined 
to the edges of society: to the West, and (by changing the 
law of inheritance) to succeeding generations. Even in 
Affurkm Justice, Paine held that “nothing could be more 
unjust than agrarian law [ie., an equal distribution of prop¬ 
erty] in a country improved by cultivation.”^ 

But if the revolutionary tradition did not destroy private 
property, elth^ in theory or practice, it demythologized it. 
Property in the nineteendi century was no longer the ark of 
the covenant it had been in the eighteenth. It was recognized 
to be, nc^ a natural ri^t existing before society, but a social 
convention. Ihe fflegitunizing of inherited political rights was 
understood to qualify inherited economic rights as well. Prop¬ 
el in man was denounced, and the old notion that God had 
given the fhii^ of Sns earth to mankind in common was 
revived. 


in 

Bodi ia England and America, eigliteentli-centuiy question¬ 
ing of private properly in the name of natural rights evolved 
oontinuoasly info eariy nineteenth-century questioning from 
tfie ^andpoint of a labor theory of value. Behind this general- 
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izatlon lay the fact that the lower-middle-class Dissenting 
preacher or schoolmaster who was the characteristic exponent 
of radicalism before the 1790s shaded off into the self-educated 
workingman, reared in a Dissenting chapel or (in America) 
one of Ae popular evangelical sects, who pioneered the social¬ 
ist and abolitionist movements. From a sociological standpoint, 
Tom Paine, son of a Quaker corset maker, and William Lloyd 
Garrison, son of a sailor who deserted the family and a seam¬ 
stress who became a Baptist shortly before Garrison’s birth, 
were the same sort of man; appropriately, Garrison was 
born in Newburyport near the building where the great 
eighteenth-century evangelist George Whitefield died. More¬ 
over, many of the early nineteenth-century spokesmen for 
American radicalism were immigrants from England. Of the 
six men described by David Harris as “American forerunners of 
Marx”—Cornelius Blatchly, Daniel Raymond, Langdon Byl- 
lesby, William Maclure, William Heighten, and Thomas Skid¬ 
more—Byllesby was a printer whose father had emigrated 
from Lincolnshire, Maclure was born in Scotland, and Heigh¬ 
ten, a Philadelphia cordwainer, came to America from England 
soon after his birth in 1800. After each peak of English 
radicalism—^the corresponding societies of the 1790s, the 
agitation following the Peace of Ghent—leaders fled to the 
United States. 

Without exception the American forerunners of Marx still 
spoke the language of inalienable natural rights. The substance 
of artisan radicalism differed sharply from Jeffersonian democ¬ 
racy: they condemned slavery whereas he, in old age, in¬ 
creasingly sympathized with Southern sectionalism and indeed 
said nothing in public against slavery after he became a can¬ 
didate for president; they welcomed the abundance which 
industrialization made possible in contrast to his fear of 
luxury, cities, and urban workingmen themselves; they, while 
sharing with Jefferson a Utopia modeled on institutions of 
local self-government, were more open than he to the pos¬ 
sibility that strong measures of state power might be necessary 
to achieve it. Nevertheless, the form of early American pro¬ 
posals for communal property was Jeffersonian. Radicals used 
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his authority in much the same way that their predecessors, 
the radical Dissenters, had used the authority of Locke. 

Skidmore’s book, for instance, probably the single most 
comprehensive statement of this pre-Marxian American radical¬ 
ism, revealed its indebtedness to Jefferson in its title: The 
Rights of Man to Property! Being a Proposition to Make It 
Equal Among the Adults of the Present Generation: and to 
Provide for Its Equal Transmission to Every Individual of 
Each Succeeding Generation, on Arriving at the Age of 
Maturity. Skidmore himself stated that the Jeffersonian period¬ 
ical Aurora was the decisive influence on his intellectual 
development. In support of his version of the rights of the 
present generation, Slddmore quoted not only Blackstone but a 
passage from a suit prepared by Jefferson in 1812 to protect 
“the Public Right to the Beach of the Mississippi, adjacent to 
New Orleans”: 

That the lands within the limits assumed by a nation, belong 
to the nation, as a body, has probably been the law of every 
people on earth, at some period of their history. A right of prop¬ 
erty, in moveable things, is admitted before the establishment of 
government. A separate property, in lands, not till after that 
establishment. The right to moveables is acknowledged by all 
the hordes of Indians surrounding us. Yet, by no one of them has 
a separate property, in lands, been yielded to Individuals. He who 
plants a field, keeps possession till he has gathered the produce; 
after which one has as good a right as another to occupy it. 
Government must be established, and laws provided, before lands 
can be separately appropriated, and the owner protected in his 
possession. Till then the property is in the body of the nation, and 
they, or their chief, as trustee, must grant them to individuals, 
and determine the conditions of the grant. 

Skidmore went on to criticize Jefferson as he had criticized 
Paine for too readily accepting the existing system of private 
property, but he did so in the language of the preamble to 
the Declaration of Independence. How ought the earth to have 
been divided? The answer “is engraved on the heart of man, 
and there is no power, while he lives and has his faculties, that 
can efface the engraving. That heart tells him, what it tells 
every man now who has one; that he has an equal ri^^t with 
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any and every other man, to an equal share of the common 
property. . . 

In like fashion Blatchly listed among man's Inalienable 
rights "his perfect right to the full fruits of his own honest 
Ingenuity and labour,” and, almost in the words of Jefferson’s 
lottfflf to Gilmer, maintained that "no man by entering into 
civil government should be abridged of any equitable right 
to nature.” Similarly Daniel Raymond believed, as Jefferson 
came very close to saying, that all private wealth “should be 
resolved Into the general mass, at least once in every gen¬ 
eration.” Byllesby too took his stand on the Declaration of 
Independence, insisting however, as did his cothinkers, that 
to speak of inalienable rights of life and liberty without pro¬ 
viding material means to sustain them would be like saying 
that "an ox has an inalienable right to fly, or a fish to walk.”^ 
In every case the Jeffersonian vocabulary was made to do serv¬ 
ice for more-than-Jeffersonian ends. 

Comparable continuity with the economic thought of Jeffer¬ 
son and Paine is evident in the case of abolitionism. Consider 
Congressman George W. Julian, whose agitation against land 
monopoly during the 1850s and 1860$ formed a bridge be¬ 
tween the homestead campaign of George Henry Evans and 
the single-tax movement of Henry George. When Julian flrst 
spoke in Congress on behalf of a homestead bill, in 1851, he 
was obliged to disclaim advocacy of "Agrarianism, or Social¬ 
ism” or any "leveling policy.” Taking his stand on "the broad 
ground of natural right,” Julian maintained that in “the first 
peopling of the earth, it was as free to all its inhabitants as 
the sunlight and the air; and every man has, by nature, as 
perfect a right to a reasonable portion of it, upon which to 
subsist, as he has to inflate his lungs with the atmosphere 
which surrounds it, or to drink of the waters which pass over 
its surface. This right is as inalienable, as emphatically God- 
given, as the right to liberty or life. . . Like the early Amer¬ 
ican socialists Julian went on to say that a natural ri^t to 
land was self-evident because without it the right to life 
lacked substance. After the Civil War, comparing the American 
"railway power” to “the power of the old feudal barons over 



go ( ( ( DsriEIXECTUAL OBIGINS OF AMERICAN RADICALISM 

the roads passing throng their territory,” Julian cited Locke, 
Vattel, John Stuart Mill, Sismondi, and “our Puritsm an¬ 
cestors” in support of “the scriptural truth that the earth be¬ 
longs ‘to the children of men’.”*’^ 

In the homestead agitation Radical Republicans, like Jeffer¬ 
son before them, sought to make uncultivated public land 
available to pioneers. The Radical Republicans went beyond 
Jefferson when, during the Civil War, they pressed for con¬ 
fiscation and division of plantations. Their rhetoric in these 
debates was astonishingly radical. Julian himself advocated 
“parceling out the plantations of rebels in small farms for the 
enjoyment of the freedmen, who have earned their right to the 
soil by generations of oppression, instead of selling it in large 
tracts to speculators, and thus laying the foundations of a 
system of land monopoly in the South scarcely less to be 
deplored than slavery itself.” Failure to do so, Julian said, 
would mean replacing chattel slavery by “the system of wages- 
slavery, the child of land monopoly.”*® Julian was only one of 
many who talked this way. 

Senator Trumbull of Illinois asserted that “you caiuiot draw 
a contract so strong by which one person shall give his time 
and services to another, that the paramount authority of the 
Government cannot abrogate that contract.” Senator Morrill 
of Maine observed that “what we are witnessing and encounter¬ 
ing is the old struggle of a class for power and privilege which 
has so often convulsed the world, repeating itself in our 
history.” Senator Howard of Michigan remarked that Nestor 
had seized and earned off the herds of the Aeleans to compel 
them to pay their debts, and Henry VIII had seized the 
monastenes. But the analogy which dominated the imagination 
of Howard and others of the group who came to be called 
“Jacobins” was to the French Revolution. “The revolution of 
1789,declared Howard, 

by which the feudal system was destroyed and the French 
mbon regraierated, owed its successes and the final triumph of 
me peat prindples which lay at its foundation, to confiscations 

ae property of the enemies of the republic within the limits 
of FraiK5e. 
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The fashion, Howard continued, is to speak of those con¬ 
fiscations “not as precedents to be followed, but warnings to 
be heeded.” But the French had not been barbarians. "They 
were struggling for freedom and equal rights.” "They drew the 
sword against privilege, and tlurew away the scabbard.” 
Howard argued that to say the Fifth Amendment protected 
property in the midst of wartime would require one to say the 
same of life, and so create "a non-combatant, Quaker Con¬ 
stitution.” Trumbull, too, hammered away at the implication 
of those opposed to confiscation that the Constitution protects 
property more absolutely than life or liberty. “Somehow or 
other,” he said, 

a distinction seems to be drawn in favor of the property. The 
great rights of life and liberty used to be considered more sacred 
than everything else; for the question is asked, "what shall a man 
give for his life?" It seems, however, that a distinction is now 
drawn, and property has become much more sacred, and the 
guarantees of the Constitution protect it much more efficiently 
than they do the life or liberty of the citizen. 

Congressman Guriy of Ohio cited the emancipation of the 
serfs in Russia and Congressman Owen Lovejoy of Illinois, 
brother of the martyred Elijah Lovejoy, the peaceful process 
whereby ex-slaves had acquired farms in the British West 
Indies. Senator Sumner of Massachusetts, winding up the 
debate on land confiscation in the Senate, turned again to 
France. Robespierre’s confiscations, Sumner said, 

aroused at the time the eloquent indignation of Burke, and it 
still causes a sigh among all who think less of principles than of 
privileges. . . . Cruel as were many of the consequences, this 
confiscation must be judged as a part of that mighty revolution 
whose temper it shared; nor will it be easy to condemn anything 
but its excesses, unless you are ready to say that the safety of 
France, torn by domestic foes and invaded abroad, was not 
worth securing, or that equality before the law, which is now 
the most assured possession of that great nation, was not worth 
obtaining.'*® 

This forthright defense of the French Revolution in all its 
phases had a significance comparable to the defense of Crom¬ 
well in eighteenth-century England, or of the Bolshevik 
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Revolution in the United States today. Radical Republic^ 
were charged by their legislative colleagues with adventuring 
‘‘upon the wide sea of revolution,” breaking down "the idea of 
property” which "is the animating spirit of the country. 

The most suggestive abolitionist attack upon private prop¬ 
erty, however, was not the wartime campaign to divide the 
plantations (which, after all, failed), nor previous assaults 
upon the "lords of the loom” who manufactured cotton cloth 
(for just as much was said about the need of the South for 
"Northern institutions”). It was Henry Thoreau^s critique of 
alienated labor. 

Just as Dissenters had criticized priests and kings in the 
name of living conscience, so that radicalism which grew from 
Dissait criticized property in the name of living labor. Jeffer¬ 
son, in defending the present generation, Paine, in his sensitiv¬ 
ity to the "working hand,” expressed in varying forms the idea 
that he who works should be fed. Thoreau, like Marx, cut be- 
neadi analysis of misuse of the product of labor to examine the 
process of labor in an industrialized capitalist economy. 

Thmeau as for Marx, political democracy was a step 
fcaward but only a partial step. “America,” Thoreau wrote in 
Ufe Without Frmdple, 

is said to be the arena on whidi the battle of freedom is to be 
fbu^t; but surely it cannot be freedom in a merely political 
s^ise that is meant Even if we grant that the American has 
freed himself from a political tyrant, he is still the slave of an 
economical and moral tyrant^^ 

Similar was Marxs expression in the early On the Jewish 
Question: 

PcSHcal emancipation certainly represents a great progress. 
It is iK)t, indeed, the final form of human emancipation, but it 
is the final form of human emancipation within the framework 
of the prevailing social order,^ 

Full freedom required that political democracy be extended to 
the eccmomy as well, tibat the man absolutely free as a citizen 
vdiite still econmnically unfree be set at liberty in wbat Marx 
called "his smsuous, individual and immediate existence.”®® 
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This was a radicalism which went beyond the American 
Revolution, but only in the way that Thoreau himself did. 
Taking political democracy for granted, Thoreau set about to 
discovar why “the laboring man... has no time to be anything 
but a machine’' and “men have become the tools of tiheir 
tools.”®* He visualized capitalist society as a larger version of 
the Australian gold fields: 

the numerous valleys, with their streams, all cut up with foul 
pits, from ten to one hundred feet deep, and half a dozen feet 
across, as close as they can be dug, and partly filled with water, 
—the locality to which men furiously rush to probe for their 
fortunes,—uncertain where they shall break ground,—^not know¬ 
ing but the gold is under their camp itself,—sometimes digging 
one hundred and sixty feet before they strike the vein, or dien 
missing it by a foot,—turned into demons, and regardless of 
each others’ rights, in their thirst for riches,—^whole valleys, for 
thirty miles, suddenly honeycombed by the pits of the miners, 
so that even hundreds are drowned in them,—^standing in water, 
and covered with mud and clay, they work night and day, dying 
of exposure and disease.®® 

Thoreau might speak of pushing down the road of life a 
barn seventy-five feet by forty, and Marx of the fetishism of 
commodities, but they meant very much the same thing. Who, 
for example, wrote these words? 

. . , Captain Hamilton reports that the devout and politically 
free inhabitant of New England is a kind of Laocodn who makes 
not the least effort to escape from the serpents which are crush¬ 
ing him. Mammon is his idol which he adores not only with his 
lips but with the whole force of his body and mind. In his view 
the world is no more than a Stock Exchange, and he is con¬ 
vinced that he has no other destiny here below than to become 
richer than his neighbour. Trade has seized upon all his thoughts, 
and he has no other recreation than to exchange objects. Vi^en 
he travels he carries, so to speak, his goods and his counter on 
his back and talks only of interest and profit. If he loses sight 
of his own business for an instant it is only to pry into the busi¬ 
ness of his competitors.** 

That is not Walden but Marx, writing about Thoreau's nei^- 
bors very much as Thoreau himself did. 

What is alienated, for both Marx and Thoreau, is not only 
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part of the workingman^s product but the human capacities^ 
energies, pot^tiaKties which should express themselves in 
Joyful labor. As they saw it the essence of man's oppression 
in “civilized* society is that man s characteristic activity, 
pitxluctivity, becomes (to use Marx’s terms) “self-sacrifice* 
aiwi “mortification* rather than (to use Thoreau’s) a “pastime. 
Thoreau expressed human subordination to inanimate things 
as plowing oneself into the soil for compost.®*^ Marx put it this 
way: 

. . . the worker is related to the product of his labour as to an 
cMen object. For it is clear . .. that the more the worker expends 
himself in work the more powerful becomes the world of objects 
which he creates in face of himself, the poorer he becx)mes in 
his inner life, and the less he belongs to himself. 

Eqp^tedly Marx insisted that “alienation appears not merely 
in the re^t but also in the process of production, within 
productwe actkdty itself.* The following words, in fact by 
Marx, mij^t just as well have been Thoreau’s; 

What constitutes the alienation of labour? First, that the work 
is external to the worker, that it is not part of his nature; and 
dmt, consequently, he does not fulfill himself in his work but 
(feiks hims^, has a feeling of misery rathCT than well-being, 
does not develop freely his mental and physical energies but 
is physicafly exhausted and mentally debas^. The worker, there¬ 
fore, feels himsdf at home only during his leisure time, whereas 
at work he feels homeless. His work is not voluntary but imposed, 
forced hAour, It is not the satisfaction of a ne^, but only a 
means fm" satisfying other needs. Its alien character is clearly 
Aown by the fact that as soon as there is no physical or other 
compukiQii it is avoided like the plague.^ 

Similar, too, were the two men’s visions of an alternative. In 
the same years (1845-1846) that Marx described in The Ger¬ 
man IdeoJogy a Utopia in which men would do physical labor 
in the morning and write literary aiticism after lunch, Thoreau 
was doing just that at Walden Pond. 

Because Marx and Thoreau dbared a literary style which 
enqphasized contradiction and drove conclusions to extremes, 
at times the paiaSelism is almost uncanny; 
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... In the large towns and . . . Man is regressing to the 
cities, where civilization espe- cave dwelling, but in an alien- 
cially prevails, the number of ated, malignant form. The savage 
those who own a shelto is a in his cave (a natural element 
very small fraction of the whole, which is freely offered for his 
The rest pay an annual tax far use and protection) does not 
this outside garment of all, feel himself a strangar; rm the 
become indispensable summer contrary 1^ feek as much at 
and winter, which would buy home as a /ish in water. But 
a village of Indian wigwams, the cellar dwelling of the poor 
but now helps to keep them man is a hostfle dwdling, "an 
poor as long as they live, alien, constricting power which 
. . . On the one side is the only surrenders itself to him In 
palace, on the other are the exchange for blood and sweat.” 
almshouse and “silent poor.” He caimot regard it as his home. 
The myriads who built the pyr- as a place where he mi^t at 
amids to be the tombs of fhe last say, “here I am at home.” 
Pharaohs were fed on garlic. Instead, he finds himsdf in an- 
and it may be were not de- other persons house, the house 
cently buried themselves. The of a danger who lies in wait 
mason who finishes the comice for him every day and evicts 
of the palace returns at night him if he does not pay the 
perchance to a hut not so good rent.®® 
as a wigwam. It is a mistake to 
suppose that, in a country 
where the usual evidences of 
civilization exist, the condition 
of a very large body of the in¬ 
habitants may not be as de¬ 
graded as that of savages,*® 

The reader may correctly identify the author of each of these 
passages, but I suspect it will take him a few moments. Here 
obviously were the spokesmen, not of two utterly ali^ tradi¬ 
tions with nothing to say to one another, but of two variants 
of one tradition springing from Rousseau’s insight that (as 
Thoreau expressed it) **just in proportion as some have been 
placed in outward drcmnstances above the savage, others have 
been degraded below him.”®^ 

This is what mattars to us in our own day, when the Marxist 
and libertarian American traditions are characteristically 
counterposed as expressions of "revolution” as over against 
“rebellion,” or of an ideological "cl<®ed society” in contrast 
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to a pragmatic ""open” one. In its own time, and in the context 
of the unfolding of an American revolutionary tradition, what 
mattered about the abolitionist questioning of private property 
was that it weakened respect for the state power by which that 
property was protected. 

They need the state most, observed Thoreau in Civil Dis- 
obedience, who require it to protect their property.®^ By its 
guerrilla attacks upon the right of property, the revolutionary 
tradition prepared the ground for a frontal assault upon the 
authority of the state. 
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CHAPTER 4: 


CAST 

YOUR 

WHOLE 

VOTE 


“The philosophers ” wrote the youthful Karl Marx in his 
Theses on Feuerbach, “have only interpreted the world; but 
the thing is, to change it ” It was an old Anglo-American idea. 
The Christian communist Gerrard Winstanley had declared 
in 1649: “My mind was not at rest because nothing was acted, 
and thoughts run in me, that words and writings were all 
nothing, and must die, for action is the life of all, and if thou 
dost not act, thou dost nothing.*^ The revolutionary American 
abolitionist was above all an activist in the spirit of this saying. 
Like Thoreau, he sought to cast his “whole vote, not a strip 
of paper merely.”^ 

Whereas the leaders of the American Revolution conceived 
conscience as a liberty to think and (with certain limita¬ 
tions ) speak, abolitionists insisted on the conscientious freedom 
to act A minority, even a minority of one, had the duty of 
living on the basis of God^s law in defiance of all man-made 
authorities. This propositicm imderlay Garrison s strategy of 
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immediate emancipation and Thoreau’s philosophy of civil dis¬ 
obedience. 

Eighteenth- and nineteenth-century American revolution¬ 
aries agreed that a political philosophy based on freedom 
leads to the reconstruction of society as a volimtary association 
of individuals. But the revolutionaries of 1776, following Locke, 
made the im portant qualification that only majorities could 
renew the social contract. Abolitionism was obliged to discard 
that restriction so as to justify individual disobedience to laws 
which sanctioned slavery. For abolitionists the social contract 
became an association voluntarily re-formed by individuals 
from day to day. They believed that legitimate government, 
at any given moment, comprised those laws to which con¬ 
scientious men could adhere. 

To be sure, earlier revolutionaries had had much to say 
about individual unjust laws, such as the Stamp Act. In 1761 
James Otis cited Lord Coke’s opinion in Bonham’s Case in 
support of the position that a law against “natural equity” 
was void.® Garrison could and did quote Algernon Sidney, 
whom he called “the father of modem Abolitionism,” to the 
same effect. “That which is not fust is not Law,” Sidney had 
written, “and that which is not Law, ought not to be Obeyed. 
If a lawgiver “be not the Minister of God, he is not a King, at 
least not such a King as the Apostle commands us to obey. 

But the revolutionaries of the abolitionist movement, unlike 
the revolutionaries of 1776, confronted not an arbitrary king, 
nor the laws of a Parliament in which they were unrepresented, 
but unjust laws democratically enacted by a republican gov¬ 
ernment. “All men,” Thoreau wrote in Civil Disobedience, 
“recognize the right of revolution.”® What they did not recog¬ 
nize was minority disobedience to republican government, 
and to justify this new kind of revolution a new theory was 
required. 


' Effecting this intellectual transformation was no ^ple 
task. One agency was Quakerism. The Friends were undoubt¬ 
edly the most persistent Anglo-American lawbreakers m the 
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seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and as time went on 
their testimony concerning civil disobedience, like their closely 
related testimony against slavery, began to find its way into 
more orthodox political discourse. John Woolman prophetically 
anticipated bodi Thoreau s action in refusing wartime taxes 
and the tendency of abolitionist theorizing to link oppression 
of the Negro to oppression of the Indian and to war. 

At the time of the American Revolution the Friends were 
regarded as advocates of passive obedience and quasi-Tories. 
Their period of maximum intellectual influence was the early 
nineteenth century, when the characteristic Quaker doctrine 
of an “inner light” (“that of God in every man”) had the 
same kind of impact on secular political thought that 
the similar teachings of the English Dissenters had had in the 
previous century. Just as the insistence of Dissenters on free¬ 
dom of conscience proved the key to the thought-world of late 
eighteenth-century radicalism, so Quakerism most clearly ex¬ 
hibited the constellation of attitudes at the heart of radical 
abolitionism. Emerson and Bancroft ascribed to George Fox 
their belief in the common man s capacity to perceive the truth 
by unaided intuition.^ Garrison, charged by tibe churches with 
irreligion, discovered in Quakerism a religious tradition with 
which he could identify.'^ Of Lincoln, whose Second Inaugural 
Address represented the completed fusion of secular and sacred 
traditions in antislavery thought, Richard Current comments: 
“Though never quite a Quaker (he assumed that some of his 
ancestors had been), Lincoln had a strong affini ty for the 
beliefs of the Friends.*® 

The beginnings of the assimilation of Quaker sensibility into 
the mainstream of American political discourse can be ob¬ 
served in two petitions against slavery submitted to the First 
Congress in 1790. The petition of the Society of Friends em¬ 
ployed religiDus language, calling for “unfeigned righteousness 
m public as well as private stations” and “the exercise of a 
solid uniform virtue,” The petition of the Pennsylvania Society 
for Promoting the Abolition of Slavery used a more 
secular rhetoria It appealed to “a regard for the happiness of 
mankind,” and to “a just and acute conception of the true 
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prlndpl«w of liberty." It miwbs the legalistic argument that 
the (lonstltutleu recjiilred the blessings ef liberty to be admin- 
lstcre<I "wlthent dlstlneHen of color, to all descriptions of 
people," utul the poKtltutl argument for a "restoration of lib¬ 
erty" to those who, aloru? In a free land, wore "degraded into 
perpetual bondage" and "groaning In servile subjection." 
Nevorthelo.ss, the two voealadarkw overlappesd. The Quakers 
obstsrved that the slave trade "ino.st certainly tends to lay waste 
the virtue, and, of course, the happino.ss of the people,” and 
that “both the true temporal intoro.st of nations, and eternal 
well-being of Individuals, depend on doing justly, loving mercy, 
and walking humbly before God" (italics added). The Penn¬ 
sylvania Abolition Society concurred that mankind was 
"equally de.slgn<jd for the enjoyment of happiness” according 
to the Ghristlan creed, "atid this political creed of Americans 
fidly coincides with th<! position."® 
louring the "lost generation" of American abolitionism, from 
1790 to 18.30, a thin grey line of Qtiakers kept a concern about 
.slnv<»ry alive. On(i of the first writers who appealed to the 
authority of the Declaration against the authority of the 
Constitution was the Quaker John Parrish in 1806. Elias Hicks 
and Benjamin Lundy inspired a group of Friends in the 
Western Kes<jrve of Ohio who developed in the early 1820s 
"a synthesis of the Biblical and natural rights arguments” 
which held .slavery not only wrong but unrepublican. These 
"pioneer antislavery strongholds” voiced the “lay ethical and 
moral opinions [which] were the matrix of the War Amend¬ 
ments," and .s<tnt to Congress representatives such as Joshua 
Ciddings, author of the Creole resolutions, and John Bingham, 
one of the Fourteesnth Amendment’s founding fathers.^® 
Thomas Clarkson, patriarch of the English antislavery 
movement, played a con.siderahle part in generalizing Quaker 
attitudes among other non-Friends. His three-volume Por¬ 
traiture of Quakerism, reprinted in New York in 1806 and in 
Philadelphia in 1808, and his Memoirs of William Penn, which 
appeared in the same two cities in 1813-1814, were read in 
the United States together with his History of the Rise, Progress 
and Accomplishment of the Abolition of the African Slave- 
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Trade. “From the year 1787, when I began to devote my 
labours to the abolition of the Slave-trade,” so Clarkson wrote 
in introducing the Portraiture, “I was thrown frequently into 
the company of the people called Quakers. , . . Hence I came 
to a knowledge of their living manners, which no other person, 
who was not a Quaker, could have easily obtained.”^^ The 
observations of this sympathetic co-worker helped to build 
bridges between Quaker experience and the traditions of other 
Protestant Dissenters. Indeed, Clarkson’s five volumes about 
the group which had begun the antislavery struggle before 
his own involvement and had been his constant companions 
in it, constitute a kind of Utopia, comparable to Burgh’s 
Cessares or Sharp’s Regulations for Sierra Leone. For die 
Society of Friends, observed Clarkson, differed “more tTian 
even many foreigners do from their own countrymen.” Strange 
dress, unusual forms of written and spoken interchange, the 
renunciation of music, drama, and the customary national 
holidays, new names for die very days of the week and months 
of the year, together with idiosyncratic devotional practices 
and the advocacy of innumerable reforms, combined to consti¬ 
tute the Friends an internal enclave which more one 

contemporary—such as Paine and Jefferson^*—^paused to con¬ 
sider curiously as an alternative to received arrangements. 

Clarkson’s review of the peculiarities of Quakerism began 
widi the affirmation of what George Fox had termed “that of 
^d in every man,” or to use Clarkson’s language, “the Divin¬ 
ity [which] resides in him.”^® This inner light is quite distinct 
^m reason. “Man must wait for its inspirations. Like the wind, 
it bloweth when it listeth.”*^ Among the authorities which 
Clarkson said Friends adduced on behalf of this belief was 
the author most quoted by Price, Ralph Cudworth: 


An the books and writings which we converse with [so Clark¬ 
son quoted Cudworth] they can but represent spiritual objects 
to our understandings, which yet we can never see in their own 
true figure, colour, and proportion, until we have a divine light 
wito to irradiate and shine upon them. Though there be never 
such excellent trudis concerning Christ and his Gospel set down 
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In words and lottors, yet tiny will be but unknown obaructers to 
us, until wo have a living Spirit within us, that can decypher 
thorn; until the same Spirit, by secret whispers in our hearts, do 
comment upon them,, , .‘® 

This Quaker conception of the inner light grafted neatly 
onto the older Dissenting boliof in active freedom of conscience. 
Thus Clarkson’s prize essay on slavery in 1785 had presented 
as the gravest of all objections to "commierce of the human 
species” that the slave, hacmiso he was not free to follow his 
conscience, could not at the Resurrection be fairly judged: 
"For how can any man be justly called to an account for his 
actions, whoso actions are not at hia own dispoaalT^^ 

A second key doctrine shared by Friends and radical aboli¬ 
tionism was perfectibility. That process was conceived to be 
akin to biological growth, for the "light” was also often called 
a "seed” which—so Clarkson (quoted Isaac Pennington—“con¬ 
sists not in words or notions of the mind, but is an inward 
thing, an inward spirlttjal substance in the heart, as real in¬ 
wardly in its kind as other seeds are outwardly in their kind."”' 

Tlilrdly, Friends along with radical abolitionists affirmed 
that this regenerative process was available to all men; and 
that any man (or woman) might "minister” to a congregation. 
TIxo subversive implications of this tenet for any kind of 
authority are apparent. Nor did Clarkson fail to see them. 
“No servility,” ho concluded his Portraiture, 

is allowed either in word or gesture. Neither that which is writ¬ 
ten, nor that which is uttered, is to please the vanity of the per¬ 
sons addressed, or to imply services never intended to be 
performed. The knee is not to be bent to any one. It is strength¬ 
ened, again, and made to shoot, by their own maxims. Is it 
po.ssible to be in the habit of viewing all men as equal in privi¬ 
leges, and no one as superior to another but by his virtue, and 
not to feel a disposition that must support it?*® 

In his life of Penn, Clarkson sought to show how these 
spiritual principles of the Society of Friends might serve as 
models for society at large. Penn, Clarkson supposed, was a 
“Christian legislator,” which meant among other things “adopt- 
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ing, as it relates to uHoiis or forcigtutrs, princij^kjs of action 
pure In Ihomscivos, foundod in Justice, of tlio sumo tontlency 
with those established for the governed.''"’ 

Like his panegyricist, Penn was said lo hav(! beUev<!d that 
governments “depend upon ineii rutlmr lhau men upon govern¬ 
ments. . . . IjOt men bo good, and tb(! CJov(!irnmont ctaimot 
be bad.’’“” Clarksofi favorably eontrasttsd this emphasis on 
administrative morality with the faith of his own day in con¬ 
stitution-tinkering. The transition from the outlook of a Madi¬ 
son to that of a Garri.son or Tliorean was obviously under way. 

Among the particular laws of Penn's Ponn.sylvanla, (!!larkson 
praised “prior to all others’’ that which protected liberty of 
conscience. Penn, Clarkson observed, made this law unchange¬ 
able. “Here then we see him again under the stiblime light of 
a Christian Legislator, making liberty of Coruscience the grand 
corner-stone of his civil edifice. What a contrast do(!S this 
afford to the conduct of those who have higislatesd In this 
department on [the basis of] the policy cjf the worldl’’“' 

Next Clarkson stressed Penn’s penal legislation, which abol¬ 
ished capital punishment cixcept for murder and mmh all 
prisons work.shops. These ordlnanccis, acicording to Clarkson, 
formed the germ of the exemplary prison codes enaetcKl by 
Pennsylvania at the time of the American Rovolntion.’*’' 

Penn's treatment of noncitizens was similarly praised by 
Clarkson, Naturalization of foreignesrs was easy. Indian rela¬ 
tions exhibited the absolute pacifl.sm which Clarkson himself 
espoused and which was typically associated with early nine¬ 
teenth-century abolitionism. Only in Ponn.sylvanla, asserted 
Penn’s admiring biographer, did Europeans plant a colony 
motivated not by avarice or ambition but by religious concern 
for the “barbarous nations."’’* 

Needless to say, for Clarkson the crowning glory of Penn’s 
“little paradise upon earth" was its treatment of Negroes, 
Clarkson said that Penn, powerless to prevent the introduction 
into the colony of this British export among others, neverthe¬ 
less proposed a law “which should protect the Ncsgrocs from 
personal ill-treatment, by fair trials and limited punishments; 
and which at the same time, by regulating their marriages, 
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should improve their moral condition.’^ The law failed; but the 
Minute recorded in the Monthly Meeting Book of Philadelphia 
at Penn’s instance served as precedent for the decision of 
Philadelphia Friends in 1776 that no member of the Meeting 
might hold slaves, and for the Pennsylvania abolition law of 
1780 which stimulated other Northern legislatures to do like- 
wise.^^ 

The plan for legislative melioration leading to gradual 
emancipation, which Clarkson ascribed to Penn, was that 
which he himself favored when in 1823 the British antislavery 
movement began its final push for abolition. The way to help 
the slaves, Clarkson argued, was first to procure for them 
“a new and better code of laws” and only then to proceed to 
the freedom “of which they have been unjustly deprived.”^® 
This was also the position of the leader of the Parliamentary 
agitation, Fowell Buxton, who moved on May 15, 1823, that 
slavery “ought to be gradually abolished throughout the British 
colonies, with as much expedition as may be found consistent 
with a due regard to the well-being of the parties concerned.”^® 
But the failure of the West Indian legislatures to enact sig¬ 
nificant reforms, together with the persecution of British mis¬ 
sionaries to the slaves, doomed the gradualist strategy- The 
result was a family quarrel among Friends in which Buxton, 
whose wife and mother were Quakers, was challenged by a 
left wing which sought to pledge parliamentary candidates 
to “strenuously promote and vote for the immediate and total 
abolition of British colonial slavery.” The left wings principal 
organizer was Quaker Joseph Sturge, its first ideological spokes¬ 
man the Leicester Friend, Elizabeth Heyrick.^*^ 

The impact on America of Heyrick’s Immediate, Not Grad¬ 
ual Abolition, published in England in 1824, is suggested by the 
fact of its reprinting in Philadelphia in 1824, New York in 
1825, Philadelphia in 1836 and 1837, and Boston (by Garrison’s 
associate Isaac Knapp) in 1838. Her rmmediatism was not yet 
civil disobedience or insurrection, but drove toward them. 
When she said, “Why petition Parliament at all, to do that 
for us, which, were they ever so well disposed, we can do 
more speedily and more effectual [sic] for ourselves?”^® Ehza- 
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beth Heyrick meant only to recommend a boycott of the 
produce of slave labor. But others might give the words other 
meanings. So indeed might she. As she closed her pamphlet, 
news arrived of slave insurrections in Demerara and Kingston. 
The defeated rebels had been punished by hanging, a thousand 
lashes, or life sentences to a chain gang. What, the white 
Quakeress wrote five years before David Walker’s Appeal 
called for slave insuirection, was the crime being punished? 
“It was insurrection. But in what cause did they become in¬ 
surgents? Was it not in that cause, which, of all others, can 
best excuse, if it cannot justify insurrection?”^^ Anticipating 
Frederick Douglass’ bitter words of 1848, Elizabeth Heyrick 
flayed the hypocrisy of those who support white revolutions 
but condemn black ones; 

How preposterously partial and inconsistent are we in the 
extension of our sympathy, our approbation and our assistance 
toward the oppressed and miserable! We extol the resistance 
of the Greeks, —^we deem it heroic and meritorious. We deem 
it an act of virtue,—of Christian charity, to supply them with 
arms and ammunition, to enable them to persist in insurrection. 
Possibly, in the longest list of munificent subscribers to these 
Greek insurgents, the names of some noble lords and honour¬ 
able gentlemen may be found—who sanction and approve the 
visitation of WEST INDIAN SLAVE INSURGENTS, with the 
GIBBET, and the infliction of ONE THOUSAND LASHES!!”«<> 

By the 1830s what might be called philo-Quakerism per¬ 
vaded the intellectual community of the North, especially in 
New England. Stanley Elkins states that “our antislavery 
movement was for practical purposes devoid of intellectual 
nourishment.”®^ It would be more accurate to say that aboli¬ 
tionists turned away from the traditional intellectual menu 
which featured the works of Locke, and sought sustenance 
elsewhere: in writem who did not make the sharp distinction 
between things sacred and things secular of Locke’s Letter 
Concerning Toleration, who aflSrmed the absolute natural 
rights of individuals in society less ambiguously than did 
Lockes Second Treatise, and above all, who attributed to 
mans will and conscience more autonomy in determining his 
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actions than did Locker's Essay Concerning Human Under¬ 
standing. 

Thus William Ellery Channing, as quoted previously, traced 
his intellectual awakening to Price's Review of Morals which 
(he said) “saved me from Locke's philosophy/' Thus, accord¬ 
ing to Frederick Hedge, the TranscendentaHst discussion group 
drew together in 1836 on the basis of a common rejection 
of Locke's environmental psychology.®^ And thus Theodore 
Parker summed up his intellectual development in the com¬ 
ment that 

the sensational system so ably presented by Locke in his masterly 
Essay, developed into various forms by Hobbes, Berkeley, Hume, 
Paley, and the French Materialists, and modified, but not much 
amended, by Reid and Stewart, gave little help. ... I found most 
help in the works of Immanuel Kant.®® 

The Quaker concept of the inner light facilitated the rejection 
of Locke by offering a homegrown equivalent to the doctrines 
of Price, Kant, and Coleridge. 

The idea of the inner light was closely connected with the 
idea of immediate emancipation, for to some reformers (David 
Brion Davis remarks) immediate emancipation “seemed mainly 
to imply a direct, intuitive consciousness of the sinfulness of 
slavery, and a sincere personal commitment to work for its 
abolition,'’®^ Abolitionists appealed away from texts, whether 
of the Bible or the Constitution, to the testimony of the heart 
As early as the Park Street Church address of July 4, 1829, 
Garrison declared: “On a question of shame and honor— 
liberty and oppression—^reasoning is sometimes useless, and 
worse. I feel the decision in my pulse: if it throws no light 
upon the brain, it kindles a fire at the heart.”®® “As a nation, 
Ajigelina Grimke wrote in the next decade, “we have too long 
educated the mind, and left the heart a moral waste.”®® It was 
in this mood that, during the drafting of the Declaration of 
Sentiments of the American Anti-Slavery Society in 1833, Gar¬ 
rison opposed an amendment which would add BibKcal cita¬ 
tions to back up one of the statements he had drafted. “It 
makes the rights of man depend upon a text,” he said. “Now, 
it matters not what the Bible may say, so far as Aese rights 
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are concerned. They never originated in any parchment, are 
not dependent upon any parchment, but are in the nature of 
man himself, written upon the human faculties and powers 
by the finger of God.”*^ A generation later, in the year of 
Lincoln’s election, he continued to maintain that abolitionists 
did not derive “the rights of man from any book, but from 
his own nature.”*® 

These afiSrmations of the wisdom of untutored human nature 
were consistent with the outlook of Dissenters Uke Priestley 
who had propounded the “universal maxim, that the more 
liberty is given to every thing which is in a state of growth, 
the more perfect it will become.”*® Conversely, such affirma¬ 
tions were inconsistent with the Weltanschauung of those 
who, following Jonathan Edwards, thought that man by nature 
was totally depraved, or who, with Machiavelli, believed that 
in making a new government all men should be considered 
knaves. Persons holding the latter opinions were unlikely to 
believe tiiat human beings should set their own consciences 
against law and government: were unlikely, in other words, to 
develop a theory of civil disobedience. 

The point emerges clearly in one of Garrison’s first exposi¬ 
tions of civil disobedience, in 1835. In the Liberator for March 
7 of that year he declared, anticipating the provisions of the 
Fugitive Slave Law of 1850, that if “laws and constituted 
authorities required him to assist in the return of fugitive 
slaves, then I wiU not obey them.”*’^ In an address on July 
4 Garrison e3q)lained himself more fully. God’s law, he said, 
is supenor to human law. The question of right or wrong 
cannot be reduced to the question of lawful or unlawful. Look 
at the atrocities committed legally: viddows burned in India, 
suppression of the press in Russia, the hanging of men for 
the slightest offense in England. Quakers and “witches” had 
been legally executed in the American colonies. To say that 
ffie test of right is human law is “atheism and treason against 
the government of God.” Law varied from time to place. Man 

v?as not bound to obey national law if it conflicted with 
allegiance to God.*i 

But who, so Garrison paraphrased Locke’s famous question 
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in the Second Treatise, is to judge whether human and divine 
law are in conflict? His answer—^the individual conscience is 
to judge—expressed his Quakerly confidence in the unedu¬ 
cated common man. 


n 

Quakerism provided American abolitionists not only with 
Elizabeth Heyrick^s program of “immediate emancipation/ 
but with a systematic discussion of civil disobedience in the 
works of Jonathan Dymond. Dymond was a Quaker linen 
draper in southwestern England whose Essays on the Frin~ 
ciples of Morality were published in America in 1834, six years 
after his death. Dymond and Algernon Sidney were Garrison s 
two favorite prose authors, according to Garrison’s children; 
Garrison’s sometime opponent James G. Bimey also admured 
Dymond, citing his statement that even ^savages, to whom the 
gospel has never been preached” observe the Golden Rule; 
Charles Sumner, in his speech “War System of the Common¬ 
wealth of Nations” in 1849, referred familiarly to Dymond 
as an exemplar of absolute pacifism.^ 

Dymond’s thinking on ci\^ disobedience grew orgamcally 
from earlier discussions of the theme by the Dissenting radical 
Granville Sharp and by William Godwin, son and grandson 
of Dissenting ministers and graduate of a Dissenting academy. 
All three men went beyond the concept of Christian disobedi¬ 
ence characteristic of Dissenters. That traditional conception 
envisoned quiet resistance to the “offenses which dishonor 
our country, by declaring our sentiments about them, on all 
proper occasions, with modesty and hu m ijity; by never com¬ 
plying in any instance contrary to our sentiments; and giving, 
as far as possible, a publick testimony in favour of iimversal 
Liberty and the simplicity of the Gospel.”^® The recom¬ 
mended response to bad law was 

to make a remonstrance to the legislature; and if that be not 
practicable, or be not heard, still, if the complaints be general and 
loud, a wise prince and ministry will pay regard to them; or 
they will, at length, be weary of enforcing a penal law which 
is generally abhorred and disregarded, when they see the people 
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will run the risk of the punishment, if it cannot be evaded, 
rather than quietly submit to the injunction. . . 

Good enough for quiet times, this model was abandoned dur¬ 
ing the American and French revolutions. 

For Sharp, we have seen, the laws of God, nature, and Eng¬ 
land were all one. That had been the basis of Sharp's argument 
when, in the Sommersett decision of 1772, he extracted from 
England's leading jurist the judgment that slavery was illegal 
To the end of his life in 1813 Sharp quoted Scripture and the 
law of England interchangeably. The Eleventh Psalm, he 
wrote in 1797, contains 

exactly the same first principles of right which our ancient Eng¬ 
lish Lawyers very properly deemed “the two first foundations 
of English Law,” viz. 1st, Reason, or the Laws of Natural Right, 
written, as it were, on the heart of man by his Creator. . . . 
And, secondly, the revealed laws of God, written in the Holy 
Scriptures. . . 

In 1807, the year of the abolition of the slave trade in both 
England and America, Sharp responded to a petition of West 
Indian planters and merchants which complained that such a 
bill would “violate the system of colonial laws relative to 
property,” by quoting (once again) the sixteenth-century 
treatise Doctor and Student: “Statutes exist not against REA¬ 
SON, nor against the DIVINE LAW.”^ 

Shaip also more than once advised that such illegal laws 
be broken. In a pamphlet on dueling, published in England 
in 1773 and iu Philadelphia five years later, he argued that 
even “Gentlemen of the Army” are “Men, as well as Soldiers,” 
and so must “maintain the Natural Privilege of Men, (viz. 
that of thinking for themselves, and acting agreeable to the 
Dictates of their own Conscience, as members of the Com¬ 
munity).” In words anticipating the Nuremburg Judgments, 
Sharp continued: 

For the Law will not excuse an unlawful Act by a Soldier, 
even though he commits it by the express Command of the high¬ 
est military Authority in the Kingdom. . . .Even in publick mili¬ 
tary Service, or warlike Expeditions by National authority, the 
law manifestly requires the Soldier to think for himself; and to 



CAST YOUR WHOLE VOTE 


113 

consider, before he acts in any war, whether the same be just; 
for, if it be otherwise, the Common Law of this Kingdom will 
impute to him the Guilt of Murder. 

And though the Law does not actually punish such general 
Crimes, as may unfortunately have obtained, at any time, the 
Sanction of Government, yet the time will certainly come, when 
all such temporizing military Murderers must be responsible for 
the innocent blood that is shed in an unjust War, if they have 
rendered themselves accessaries to it by an implicit, and, there¬ 
fore, criminal obedience to the promoters of it. “Item fit Homo- 
cidium in Bello,” (says the learned Bracton) “et tunc videndum 
utnim Bellum fit justum vel injustum. Si autem injustum, tene- 
bitur occisor: si autem justum, sicut pro defensione patriae, 
non tenebitur. . . [Roughly: Murder also occurs in war, and 
then it is to be seen whether the war is just or unjust. If imjust, 
then he who kills will be understood as a murderer; if just, as 
in the case of the defense of one's fatherland, he will not.] 

“Men of true honor, therefore,” Sharp concluded, 

at the same time that they are sensible of their duty as Soldiers 
and Subjects to their King, must be mindful that they are sub¬ 
ject also to the empire of reason, and are bound thereby, in 
common with all mankind, to maintain the dignity and natural 
freedom of Human Nature: and those Soldiers, who, in addition 
to their natural reason, have a true sense of Religion, will not 
only be mindful, that they are Soldiars and Subjects to an earthly 
King, but that they are also Soldiers and Subjects to the King 
of Kings; whose Laws and precepts they will, on all occasions, 
prefer to every other command; and will obey the same with 
such a steady courage, as may be equal to every adversity, and 
undeserved suflFering that thr^tens them.'*^ 

Logically enough. Sharp also contended that the only army 
appropriate to a free society was a militia made up of citizens 
in rotation, which elected its oflBcers. A sta nd i n g army in¬ 
evitably led to the despicable assertion that “a soldi®: has 
no right to judge for himself,” indeed to make soldiers sold¬ 
iers,” that is, mercenaries.^® 

In his pamphlet A Declaration of the People's Natural Right 
to a Share in the Legislature, Sharp noted that even a reviewer 
in the Dissenting journal Monthly Review had taken exception 
to what the reviewer called the strange principle that a 
soldier might refuse an oflBcer's commands. Sharp replied that 
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this principle would not sc«m strange t(» anyone “who admits 
or believes th<» divines authority of tlus holy Scripturess.” It 
was necessary, Sharp argued, to go besyoud such authors as 
Pufendorf who gaves no otlasr basis for obedlestsees to law than 
the power in thes hands of the lawgiver. Mveai the laws of Ood 
are “tendered to us under the ecpiitabUt form of a r<ieiprocal 
Covenant”; how mtich the more ought this to hold tnas of the 
laws of men. Majority rule is binding on the minority, Sharp 
declared—and here he went beyond IVic(!, anticipating 
Thoreau—“only so far as the impostsd Obligation is consist(mt 
with their superior Covenant and duty t() (Jod, which is 
always to be implied.” To say that “every thing whatsoever, 
that is ordained by Parliament, must be Law, whether it be 
good or evil, right or wrong [is] a most jutmiefous and baneful 
Doctrine ... a kind of Popery in Politics, (if I may u.se .stich 
an expression).”** Here, clearly. Sharp had by 1774 taken pre¬ 
cisely the same ground which Garrison was to assume in 
expounding civil disobedience in 1835. 

In 1793 Sharp responded to the passage of tlu! first fugitive* 
slave law by writing to American abolitionists and urging them 
to break it. He observ(!d that the two bus<*s of Plnglish law, 
reason and Scripture, appeared to him to b<* both from God, 
since reason was nothing but that knowledge of good and 
evil which our first parents actpiired at the fall, editing 
Fortescue and Fleta, Sharp contended that slavery was "con¬ 
trary to nature” because liberty was the gift of God, “where¬ 
fore when stolen by man, it always earnestly longs to return,”'’* 

William Godwin was a second important link between 
eighteenth-century Anglo-American radicalism and the civil 
disobedience of the radical abolitionists, Tlie basis of Godwin's 
system consisted of beliefs “common to many branches of 
Dissenting thought,” For him as for other radical Dissenters, 
liberty of conscience "secularized and transferred to the civil 
sphere" was the theoretical point of departure,"’ His ({uestions 
were also the questions of Priestley and Price: “How may the 
peculiar and independent operation of each individual in 
the social state most effectually be preserved? How may the 
security each man ought to possess, as to his life, and the 
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employment of his faculties according to the dictates of his 
own understanding, be most certainly defended from in¬ 
vasion?”®^ 

But Godwin could not accept the characteristic Dissenting 
view that individual action was autonomously determined 
except when obstructed by institutions. Confessing his debt 
to the writing of Holbach and Helvetius on “the nature of 
man,” Godwin was determined to come to terms with the 
insights of the materialists as to the formative eflEect of insti¬ 
tutions on ideas. From Sidney to Paine, wrote Godwin, English 
political philosophers had failed to appreciate how society 
“insinuates itself into our personal dispositions, and insensibly 
communicates its own spirit to our private transactions.”®® 
Godwin asserted, in effect, that what Locke had said about 
the influence of experience on the mind was true, but that 
what Price had said about the autonomous role of understand¬ 
ing was true also: 

... I shall attempt to prove two things; first, that the actions and 
dispositions of mankind are the offspring of circumstances and 
events, and not of any original determination that they bring 
into the world; and, secondly, that the great stream of our volun¬ 
tary actions essentially depends, not upon the direct and im¬ 
mediate impulses of sense, but upon the decisions of the under¬ 
standing.®^ 

Man is profoundly influenced by his social environment but 
is not the helpless victim of climate, or size of population, or 
luxury, or monarchy, or war. 

In the name, then, of that limited freedom which men retain 
despite the effect of their environment, Godwin went on 
frontally to attack the traditional distinction between free 
thought and socially regulated action: 

It is commonly said, “that positive institutions ought to leave 
me free in matters of conscience, but may properly interfere with 
my conduct in civil concerns.” But, . . what sort of moralist must 
he be, whose conscience is silent as to what passes in his inter¬ 
course with other men? 

The distinction between thought and action, Godwin con¬ 
tinued, presupposed that “it is of great consequence whether 
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I bow to the east or the west; whether I call the object of my 
worship Jehovah or Alla; whether I pay a priest in a surplice 
or a black coat,” but not of great consequence whether, for 
example, I am a free citizen or a slave. “In reality, by as many 
instances as I act contrary to the unbiassed dictate of my own 
judgment, by so much I abdicate the most valuable part of 
the character of man.”®® 

Godwin concluded that established authority has no more 
right to regulate an individual's actions than to regulate his 
thoughts. “This immediately follows from the observations 
of Rousseau”: for if a whole people is unable to delegate its 
will, “neither can any individual delegate his authority.” More¬ 
over, Godwin continued, just as one generation cannot bind 
the next, so an individual should not promise how duty will 
appear to him at some future point in time.®® 

Obedience, therefore, is a question of expediency. The 
decision to obey or disobey a law is a matter-of-fact one, in¬ 
volving a calculation of the alternative consequences (not 
only to oneself but to society as a whole) likely to follow 
from alternative actions. The act of obedience thus motivated 
is more likely to preserve the citizen's spiritual independence 
than a theory which supposes that a conforming action implies 
total inward consent. As Godwin put it; “Obey; this may be 
right; but beware of reverence.”®'^ 

Pmceeding on the assumption that the internal function of 
government is vastly more important than the external function 
associated with war, Godwin demolished the former, too, by a 
sustained demonstration that punishment—^the main internal 
business of government—is incompatible with reliance on 
conscience. This of course followed from his refusal to separate 
the domain of conscience from the domain of overt acts. Per¬ 
haps the most common effect of punishment, Godwin argued, 
is “to alienate the mind of the sufferer, from the individual 
that punishes, and from the sentiments he entertains.”®® Even 
if punishment changes a man's behavior, even if it changes his 
opinions, it “leaves him a slave, devoted to an exclusive self- 
interest, and actuated by fear, the meanest of the selfish 
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passions/' Punishment neither reforms the individual ofFender, 
deters his potential imitator, nor improves society as a whole. 
The last legitimate function of government is seen to be es¬ 
sentially harmful. It is also unnecessary. In a society without 
government, Godwin argued, local juries would decide each 
case on its own merits without reference to general laws and 
without reliance on coercive sanctions. 

Dymond referred repeatedly to Godwin and accepted much 
of his reasoning. But Dymond also attacked the utilitarianism 
both of Godwin and of William Paley, whose Pnt> 
dples of Moral and Political Philosophy^ first published in 
1785, was the standard early nineteenth-century text on the 
subject both in England and (at Emerson's Harvard, for in¬ 
stance) in the United States.®^ What Paley had done was to 
elaborate the hedonistic ethics implicit in Locke's environ¬ 
mental psychology. Following the lead of Coleridge, radical 
abolitionists rejected Paley along with Locke. Thus in a key 
early paragraph of Civil Disobedience, Thoreau took Paley 
on explicitly, revealing in the process that—all Transcend- 
entalist protestation to the contrary—^his own ethic was in 
the last analysis Christian. “Paley," Thoreau wrote, 

a common authority with many on moral questions, in his chapter 
on "The Duty of Submission to Civil Government,” resolves 
all civil obligation into expediency; and he proceeds to say that 
“so long as the interest of the whole society requires it, that 
is, so long as the established government cannot be resisted or 
changed without public inconveniency, it is the will of God . . . 
that the establish^ government be obeyed—and no longer. This 
principle being admitted, the justice of every particular case of 
resistance is reduced to a computation of the quantity of the 
danger and grievance on the one side, and of the probability and 
expense of redr^sing it on the other.” Of this, he says, every 
man shall judge for himself. But Paley appears never to have 
contemplated those cases to which the rule of expediency does 
not apply, in which a people, as well as an individual, must do 
justice, cost what it may. If [Thoreau continued] I have unjustly 
wrested a plank from a drowning man, I must restore it to him 
though I drovm myself. This, according to Paley, would be incon¬ 
venient. But he that would save his life, in such a case, shall 
lose it.®® 
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Paleys great failing, as the abolitionists saw it, was what 
Lincoln in his 1854 Peoria speech termed the insistence "that 
there is no right principle of action but self-interest/"®^ 
Dymond criticized Paley along similar lines. First he ad¬ 
dressed himself to Paley s denial of an intuitive, inborn capac¬ 
ity to tell right from wrong. Paley, Dymond quoted him, 
believed "either that there exists no such instincts as compose 
what is called the moral sense, or that they are not now to be 
distinguished from prejudices and habits/" In oppositior 
Dymond invoked, among others. Price, Cudworth, Rousseau, 
and Benjamin Rush. He said that all these authorities agreed 
that there is "some principle or power existent in the hu¬ 
man naind” which “possesses wisdom to direct us aright.” Fur¬ 
ther, 

to say that individuals express their notions of this principle or 
power ly various phraseology, that they attribute to it different 
d^ees of superhuman intelligence, or that they refer for its 
origin to contradictory causes, does not affect the general argu¬ 
ment-®^ 

With this existential definition of the inner light as baseline, 
Dymond went on to question Paley’s injunction to obey all 
law. Paley laid it down, Dymond observed, that "so long as 
we keep within the design and intention of a law, that law 
will justify us, in foro conscientiae as in foro humano^ what¬ 
ever be the equity or expediency of the law itself.”®® But for Dy¬ 
mond, a law permitting slavery was invalid.®^ Although he 
rejected Godwin s argument "that unless the particular law is 
enforced by morality, it does not become obligatory by the 
command of the state [that is, that the burden of proof should 
be on the state to show why a law should be obeyed, rather 
than on the objector to show why it should not],” Dymond 
concurred with Godwin that the authority of the state was, in 
the last analysis, subordinate to a "higher rule.” Said Dymond: 
That rule, with him [Godwin], is ‘justice,"—^with us it is the 
law of God; but tibe reasoning is the same. , . .”®® 

Dymond even justified nonviolent revolution. The French 
Revolution had been an "atrocious course of wickedness.” Still, 
it "was occasioned by the abuses of the old government,” and 
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a "revolution of some kindT awaited every despotic govern¬ 
ment in Europe. Of what kind? Not "an armed resistance to 
the civil power ” for this would violate Christ s command of 
nonviolence. But consider what might have happened in the 
American colonies: 

The Americans thought that it was best for the general welfare 
that they should be independent; but England persisted in im¬ 
posing a tax. Imagine, then, America to have acted upon Chris¬ 
tian principles, and to have refused to pay it, but without those 
acts of exasperation and violence which they committed. England 
might have sent a fleet and an army. To what purpose? Still no 
one paid the tax. The soldiery perhaps sometimes committed 
outrages, and they seized goods instead of the impost; still the 
tax could not be collected, except by a system of universal 
distraint.—Does any man, who employs his reason, believe that 
England would have overcome such a people? does he believe 
that any government or any army would have gone on destro)nng 
them? especially does he believe this, if the Americans con¬ 
tinually reasoned coolly and honourably with the other party, 
and manifested, by the unequivocal language of conduct, that 
. they were actuated by reason and by Christian rectitude? 

The Reformation, Dymond continued, offered a precedent: 
it "prospered more by the resolute non-compliance of its sup¬ 
porters, than if aU of them had provided themselves with 
swords and pistols.*’ Nonviolence was not only a defensive 
means, "when the magistrate commands that which it would 
be immoral to obey,*’ but also a means for "an alteration of 
existing institutions.** Dymond’s argument faithfully anticipated 
Garrison’s call for an antislavery revolution without "jacobin- 
ical doctrines” and "carnal weapons.”®® 

m 

In the mid-1830s in America, abolitionists were perforce 
concerned less about what shade of revolution to advocate 
than about whether they could advocate anything at all. With 
dozens of itinerant lecturers playing John Wilkes’s old role, 
the abolitionist movement first confronted constituted author¬ 
ity on the hallowed battleground of free speech. Events such 
as the mobbing of Garrison in the heart of Boston, the murder 
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of Elijah Lovejoy in tho froo state of Illinois, the closing of 
Southern mails to abolitionist literature, and tho refusal of 
Congress to receive abolitionist petitions, forced Americans 
to consider whether they cotild keep slavery without abandon¬ 
ing the First Amendment. 

This meant that, quite unintentionally, abolitionism picked 
up the revolutionary intellectual tradition just at the point 
where Paine and Jefferson had left it: the affirmation that those 
freedoms associated with the use of tho mind were absolutely 
inalienable. As Dwight Dumond indicates, this was the first 
“higher law” on which abolitionists insisted. Against schools, 
churches, and governmental agencies that were hostile or 
indifferent to free discussion, abolitionists hurled the theory 
diat free discussion was not "something obtained from human 
convention and human conces.sion” but a “birthright . , , as 
old as our being, and a part of the original man."®’’ 

The freedom sought by the abolitionists, however, was a 
freedom to act as well as think and speak. Their concern was 
less to ventilate now opinions than to energize an audience 
which—like the audience at a temperance lecture®*'—already 
agreed with them in theory. Will was all-important: that free 
will which Charles Grandison Finney had defined as "the 
power of originating and deciding our own choices . . . upon 
moral questions."®® In his prospectus for tho Public Liberator 
in 1830 Garrison defined liberty as "an independency upon 
the will of another,” and like Price in 1776, asserted his oppo.si- 
tion to "bondage, under its every aspect—whether spiritual, 
civil, political, mental or physical.”’® Freedom thus defined 
as self-determination required acts as well as words. 

The famous Lane Seminary incident of 1834 Illustrated the 
connection between free thought and free action in the micro¬ 
cosm of a campus community. What the Lane faculty deplored 
was not simply that night after night the seminary students 
debated the rights and wrongs of slavery and of immediate 
emancipation, but that, having concluded that slavery was 
wrong and immediate emancipation right, the students made 
contact with the free Negroes of Cincinnati, conducting classes 
and mingling on a basis of social equality. Reminding the 
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students that their activities Jeopardized the seminary's en- 
dovk'ment for which many saorlflces had been made, the faculty 
statement went on to assort that on entering a college, as on 
entering society, "men surrender some of their individual 
rights." Free inquiry was necessarily subordinate to the in¬ 
terests of the institution, said the faculty statement, which 
interests the faculty (not the students) were to judge. The 
faculty declared that it favored associations for free inquiry, 
but not “associations for social public action” which distract 
from studies, excite the community, and bear on important 
national issues. 

The students, so the faculty observed, claimed that the 
faculty had no "discretionary power” to regulate student 
action prior to an actual abuse. The faculty responded that 
this was a "new claim... in the history of the rights of students 
in literary and theological Institutions." The faculty found the 
president of the student aboUtionist society to be suffering 
from a “want of early guidance and subordination,” and to 
ho "relying with a perilous confidence in ... [the] suflBciency” 
of his own mind.’'* 

That student president, who happened to be Theodore 
Weld, declared in a countermanifesto that free discussion 
was an inherent and Inalienable right. On entering a seminary 
one might give up privileges and advantages, “but this right 
the institution ‘could neither give nor take awa/.” Further, 
“whereas, the single object of ascertaining truth is to learn 
how to act, we are bound to do at once, whatever truth dic¬ 
tates to be done,”''“ In the end, the students withdrew with 
their favorite teachers and started Oberlin College. 

Like the struggle for student power on the campus, the 
struggle for parishioner power in the church helped abolition¬ 
ists make the transition from a theory of conscience to a theory 
of government. In 1837 the Congregational clergy of New 
England issued three "clerical appeals” protesting, in the 
manner of the resident clergy during the eighteenth-century 
Great Awakening, against abolitionist itinerants who sought 
to address their congregations without ministerial permission. 
Garrisonians responded with variations on the theme of the 
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equality of man, ministers included. Hie antislavery newspaper 
Friend of Man was quoted to this effect in the Liberator, llfje 
“clerical appeals,” so the selection ran, claimed that parish¬ 
ioners surrendered to their pastor absolute power over the 
affairs of the church; that any outsider who addressed 
the parish without the express consent of the pastor violated the 
latter’s rights; and that the alternatives for the parishioners 
were only to follow the will of the pastor or to elect a new one. 

The heart of the clerical argument. Friend of Man insisted, 
was an analogy between the relation of an employer to his 
servant and the relation of a church to its pastor. According 
to this controversialist the “clerical appeals” 

take it for granted that the churches must commit their con¬ 
sciences to the keeping of their ministers just as a merchant 
commits his accounts to a book-keeper, or his money to a banker I 
He may, indeed, inspect their labor, and discharge them if he 
thinks proper. But if he does so, it must only be for tho purpose 
of committing the same trust into other handsi An el( 5 Ctivo papacy, 
transferrable, at pleasure, from one individual to another, would 
remain a papacy still. 

Thus Friend of Man rejected the idea that the work of tho 
pastor was “to take all their moral responsibilities away from” 
the parishioners so as to “save them the time and trouble of 
thinking and acting for themselves.’”^® 

Ultimately the radical abolitionist critique of representative 
government in school and church became a critique of political 
representation, too. Thoreau, who had refused to pay taxes 
for the established church before he refused them for the 
established government, made the point in another crucial 
paragraph of Civil Disobedience: 


. . .a govenment in which the majority rule in all cases cannot 

be bas^ on justice-Can there not be a government in which 

majonhes do not virtually decide right and wrong, but con- 
majorities decide only those questions to 
which the rule of ei^ediency is appUcable? Must the citizen ever 

thl conscience to 

^ leg^lator? my has every man a conscience, then? . . . 

^e only obbgation which I have a right to assume is to do at 
any time what I think right/^ 
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Government thus conceived became one among many volun¬ 
tary associations which an individual chose whether or not 
to join. *'Government is only an association of individuals,” 
said Wendell Phillips in 1845, *"like any other voluntary asso¬ 
ciation of individuals—a temperance or anti-slavery society, 
a bank or railroad corporation.”'^’’^ Correspondingly, it came to 
be thought by Garrisonians that one might withdraw from a 
government just as one resigned from a church. By the early 
1840s Garrison was calling on abolitionists to “come out” of 
the federal union rather than “[to covenant] with slaveholders, 
to fellowship [with] them as co-partners in government.”’^® 
Garrison and Phillips argued that abolitionists should sub¬ 
mit to taxation, which they conceived as involuntary, but 
should decline the voluntary acts of voting and holding public 
office. Did this mean that they endorsed the doctrine of “no¬ 
government”? No, Phillips answered, only that they refused 
to cooperate with this particular government. He justified a 
strategy of withdrawal by citing British precedent: 

Were O'Connell and his fellow Catholics non-resistants, because 
for two hundred years they submitted to exclusion from the House 
of Lords and the House of Commons, rather than qualify them¬ 
selves for a seat by an oath abjuring the Pope? Were the non- 
juring Bishops of England non-resistants, when they went down 
to the grave without taking their seats in the House of Lords, 
rather than take an oath denying the Stuarts and to support the 
House of Hanover?^'^ 

Phillips" case against voting duplicated the old Quaker and 
Dissenting argument against false oaths. “Sir Thomas More 
need never have mounted the scaffold,” Phillips said, "liad 
he only consented to take the oath of supremacy.” And in 
America: 

All executive, legislative, and judicial officers, both of the 
several States and of the General Government, before entering 
on the performance of their official duties, are bound to take 
an oath or affirmation, “fo support the Constitution of the United 
States*" This is what every office-holder expressly promises in so 
many words. It is a contract between him and the whole nation. 
The voter, who, by voting, sends his fellow citizen into office 
as his representative, knowing beforehand that the taking of this 
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oath is the 0r«t duty his tigetrt will huvo to perform, does by his 
vote, request imd auth<»rl!50 him to take it,^** 

In a government whoso fundamental law protected the sin 
of slavery, therefore, citi?!ens should not vote and ofBcoholdors 
should resign. Phillips found a precedent for the latter In the 
life of "that Patriarch of the Anti-Slavery ontorprI.se, Granville 
Sharp,” who resigned his position rather than process orders 
for shipment of munitions to put down the American Rev¬ 
olution. 

As the thoughtful underclerk of the War Office takes his hat 
down from the peg where it has tjsed to hung [#<c] for twenty 
years, methinks I hear one of our opponent.s cry out, "Friend 
Sharp, you are absurdly scruptilous." "You may innocently aid 
Government in doing wrong," adds another. While Liberty Party 
yelps at his heels, "My dear .sir, you are rpiito losing your in¬ 
fluence!" And Indeed it is melancholy to reflect how, from that 
moment the mighty clerk of the War Oifico (1) dwindled into 
the mere Granville Sharp of history! the man of whom Mansfield 
and Hargrave were content to learn law, and Wilborforce, 
philanthropy.^* 

The problem, Phillips summarized, was: when government 
enacts laws contrary to the laws of Gk)d, what is the proper 
remedy? “1st. Old-fashioned patriotism replies, with Algernon 
Sydney: 'Resistance to tyrants is obedience to God’.” "2d. Next 
comes the Christian rule, that too sanctioned by Locke, and 
by Plato—’the course of the Quakers—the motto of the Amer¬ 
ican Anti-Slavery Society—SUBMIT to every ordinance of 
man’—but suffer any penalty rather than JOIN in doing a 
wrong act; meanwhile, let your loud protest prepare a speedy 
and quiet revolution."*** Phillips chose the second course. 

Thoreau, like Phillips, disclaimed anarchism: "to speak 
practically and as a citizen, ... I ask for, not at once no gov¬ 
ernment, but at once a better government.” Like Phillips, 
Thoreau advocated revolution: “I think that it is not too soon 
for honest men to rebel and revolutionize." But Thoreau was 
critical of abolitionists who paid taxes and “directly by their 
allegiance, and . . . indirectly ... by their money” enabled 
others to fight a war which tihey eschewed. When laws are 
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unjust, “men generally, under such a government as this, think 
that they ought to wait until they have persuaded the majority 
to alter them.” In the case of slavery, however, “the State has 
provided no way: its very Constitution is the evil.” The 
“definition of a peaceable revolution, if any such is possible,” 
would be for a thousand men not to pay their taxes, and when 
confronted by the tax gatherer’s question, “what shall I do?,” 
answer, “resign.” 

Thoreau summed up: “When the subject has refused alleg¬ 
iance, and the ofiBcer has resigned his oflBce, then the revolu¬ 
tion is accomplished.”®^ 

Thoreau’s philosophy of civil disobedience was much less 
a merely personal production, and much more the manifesto 
of a movement, than Thoreau himself imagined. Its rationale 
for individual and state secession reflected the Garrisonian 
strategy expounded by Phillips in an address at the Concord 
Lyceum, in the spring of 1845, which Thoreau attended and 
publicly praised.®® In asserting (in Civil Disobedience) that 
“we should be men first, and subjects afterwards” or (as he 
put it in Slavery in Massachusetts) "men first, and Americans 
only at a late and convenient hour,”®® Thoreau was in accord 
with Massachusetts Senator Charles Sumner, who declared 
in response to the Fugitive Slave Law: “I am a man, although 
I am a Commissioner"^* Thoreau spoke for many others, too, 
when he wrote in Slavery in Massachusetts-. 

I have lived for the last month . . . with the sense of having 
suffered a vast and indefinite loss. I did not know at first what 
ailed me. At last it occtirred to me that what I had lost was a 
country.*® 
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To an increasing number o£ American abolitionists it came 
to seem that their government was systematically oppnsssing, 
not only the Negro, but dark-skinned people throughout the 
Western Hemisphere. Despite the Monroe Doctrine’s assertion 
that it was "our policy ... to consider the government de facto 
as the legitimate government for us," the United States denied 
recognition to the black republic of Haiti until 1862. In 1825 
the House Committee on Foreign Affairs recon^mended that 
the United States not send delegates to the Panama conference 
of Western Hemisphere republics lest it lend coTmtcnance to 
“five nations, who have at this moment black generals in their 
armies and mulatto members in their congresses.”* The Cher¬ 
okee Indians were expelled from Georgia under a treaty of 
December 1835, although they had proved their capacity for 
“civilization” by devising a written alphabet, framing a con¬ 
stitution, and holding slaves. A second war against the Sem¬ 
inole Indians of Florida, a tribe which harbored fugitive 
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slaves, broke out in 1835 and lasted until 1843. Texas inde¬ 
pendence in 1836, and the war against Mexico for Texas 
which finally took place in 1846-1848, were the more ironic 
because Mexico, unlike the United States, had abolished 
slavery at the time it achieved its independence. Thoreau 
drew these themes together when he wrote in Civil Disobedir 
ence that "^the fugitive slave, and the Mexican prisoner on 
parole, and the Indian come to plead the wrongs of his race” 
should find the free American in jail, “where the State places 
those who are not with her, but against her.”^ 

Not all abolitionists were prepared to recognize this pattern 
of oppression. Some believed that slavery was an isolated evil 
in an American body politic that was otherwise healthy. Thus 
in 1838 James Bimey, then Corresponding Secretary of the 
American Anti-Slavery Society and two years later presidential 
candidate for the new Liberty party, wrote in his annual 
report that “our social system ... [is] sound in its essential 
nature—^the rottenness has prevailed fearfully in spots, but it 
does •lot pervade the mass.”^ To such men the task of abolition 
was restoration of American society to its original purity. 

In contrast revolutionary abolitionists believed, as Garrison 
said on July 4, 1837, that the foundations of American society 
had been laid in blood and violence: “in slavery and the slave 
trade—in a war of extermination with the proprietors of the 
soil—in cruelty, bigotry, which derided the claims of con¬ 
science, and whipped, banished or hanged those whose reli¬ 
gious views differed. . . How, he asked, anticipating Marx 
and Lincoln, could a superstructure “remain long, which is 
not based upon a solid foundation”? “We had enlarged, but 
not changed this foimdation . , . having merely substituted 
Abolitionists for Quakers and Baptists, upon whom to wreck 
our intolerance.”^ To Garrisonians, inevitably, the task of aboli¬ 
tion could not be to restore; America must be made new. 

Historians for whom the American experience is a success 
story find this view strange, and seek some special explanation 
for it. Garrison s multi-issue radicalism of the late 1830s has 
been attributed, for example, to his meeting in March 1837 
with the millenarian perfectionist John Humphrey Noyes,® 
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Almost a year oarllor, however, Garrison had bogiin a series of 
polemics against Ileverend Lyman Ueoehor, in which ho at¬ 
tacked Beecher's sollcittido for th(! success of th(« Arn<5rican 
"experiment." It was, said Garrison, an exporimont "to see 
how long wo can plunder, with impunity, two millions and a 
half of our population." Garrison rejected the idea that the 
progro.ss of liberty in the world depended on what happened 
to the United States: 

As if Goel had suspended the fate of all nations, and hazarded 
the fulfilment of his glorious promises, upon the result of a wild 
and cruel “experiment" by a land-stealing, blood-thirsty, man- 
slaying and slave-trading people in one comer of the globe! As 
if God could not easily dash this nation in pieces, as a potter’s 
vessel is broken, and thereby vindicate his eternal justice. . . .« 

Thoreau, as usual, condensed Garrisonian sentiments into 
a sentence: “This people mu.st cease to hold slaves, and to 
make war on Mexico, though it cost thcan their existence as 
a people.”’’ Seeking to be faithful to the principles of the 
American Revolution, abolitionists were driven outside the 
framework of national allegiance and began to understand 
themselves as citizens of the world. 

I 

Like so many aspects of the revolutionary tradition, the 
idea of world citizenship was a late eighteenth-century com¬ 
monplace to which the nineteenth century gave new life. Men 
who shared the thought-world of Anglo-American Dissent 
took it for granted that ubi libertas, ibi patria (where liberty 
is, there is my country).® Franklin, for instance, wrote to a 
correspondent in the last year of his life: 

I hope the fire of liberty, which you mention as spreading 
itself over Europe, will act upon the inestimable rights of man, 
as common fire does upon gold; purify without destroying them; 
so that a lover of liberty may find a country in any part of Chris¬ 
tendom.® 

And again, to another: 

God grant, that not only the Love of Liberty, but a thorough 
Knowledge of the Rights of Man, may pervade all the Nations 



MY CX)UNTRY IS THE WOBLD 133 

of tile Earth, so that a Philosopher may set his foot anywhere 

on its Surface, and say, "This is my country 

This idea was more than rhetoric. It led Price, Priestley, 
and their friends to support the American Revolution against 
their own government. Franldin and Jefferson assumed it when, 
prompted by a proposed act of Parliament to limit emigration 
from the British Isles, they argued that emigration from one 
country to another was a natural right which God (in Frank- 
lin^s words) has given even “to the beasts of the forest, and 
to the birds of the air.*" Franldin asked: “shall man be denied 
a privilege enjoyed by brutes, merely to gratify a few avarici¬ 
ous landlords?”^^ And Jefferson invoked the “right, which 
nature has given to all men, of departing from the country in 
which chance, not choice has placed them.*^^^ 

An early example of the term “citizen of the world” in the 
literature of Dissenting radicalism occurs in Granvflle Sharpes 
The Law of Retribution; or, A Serious Warning to Great 
Britain and Her Colonies, published in 1776. This tract was 
the more interesting because it employed the idea of world 
citizenship as a weapon against slavery, just as Garrison and 
his associates did later. “Under the glorious Dispensation of 
the Gospel,” stated Sharp, “we are absolutely bound to con¬ 
sider ourselves as Citizens of the World” By t h is he meant 
no detached cosmopolitanism, but a conviction that all men 
were our ^Brethren of the Universe** because God had made 
the nations of one blood and, even in the Old Testament, com¬ 
manded those who believed in Him to love the stranger.^® 
(These passages in The Law of Retribution were reprinted 
in the United States in 1836 as an appendix to a biography of 
Sharp by Charles Stuart, English abolitionist and close friend 
of Theodore Weld, whose presence in America was itself an 
instance of world citizenship.) 

It was the concept of world citizenship, defended by Richard 
Price in his Discourse on the Love of Our Country (1789), 
which provoked Burke s Reflections and Paine s answering 
Rights of Man. Love of our country. Price contended on this 
famous occasion, “does not imply any conviction of the superior 
value of it to other countries.” Were this implied the majority 
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of mankind would be exempt from the duty of loving their 
country, “for there are few countries that enjoy the advantage 
of laws and governments which deserve to be preferred/^^^ 
Franklin had written in 1786: “Justice is as strictly due be¬ 
tween neighbour Nations as between neighbour Citizens. A 
Highwayman is as much a Robber when he plunders in a 
Gang, as when single; and a Nation that makes an unjust 
War, is only a great Gang. . . In his 1789 address Price 
employed the same logic, suggesting that even the most 
celebrated patriotism was contemptible if it required the sub¬ 
jugation of others. 

What was the love of their country among the old Romans? We 
have heard much of it; but I cannot hesitate in saying that, how¬ 
ever great it appeared in some of its exertions, it was in general no 
better than a principle holding together a band of robbers in 
their attempts to crush all liberty but their own.^® 

Why was it, Price continued, that Jesus said nothing about 
patriotism but recommended “UNIVERSAL BENEVO¬ 
LENCE""? Surely because Scripture like reason instructs us 
that we should love our country “ardently, but not exclusively,"" 
that “we ought to consider ourselves as citizens of the world.""^’' 
The phrase “my country is the world,"" was coined a few 
years later by Paine,^® who, harried out of the country of his 
birth (England), imprisoned and almost executed by one 
adopted country (France) and left to die neglected by a sec¬ 
ond (the United States), had good reason to be emancipated 
from allegiance to nation states. Without (so he maintained) 
having read Paine, Garrison included in his 1830 prospectus 
for the Pvblic Liberator the words, “My country is the world; 
my countrymen are mankind""; likewise the first issue of the 
subsequent Liberator carried on its masthead the motto, “Our 
country is the world, our countrymen are mankind."'^® 
Wherever he derived these words, Garrison used them in 
the same sense Paine had. The eighteenth-century conception 
of world citizenship involved both the idea of an international 
fraternity of philosophers and the idea of the unity of all 
men. The former is illustrated by a letter written by Franklin 
to Sharp on June 9, 1787, for the Pennsylvania Society for 
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Promoting the Abolition of Slavery, informing Sharp that he 
had been enrolled as a corresponding member, "for, in this 
business, the friends of humanity in every country, are of one 
nation and religion.”^® The latter is celebrated in Paine's 
Rights of Man: “Every history of the Creation, and every 
traditionary account, whether from the lettered or unlettered 
world, however they may vary in their opinion or belief of 
certain particulars, all agree in establishing one point, the 
unity of man; by which I mean that men are all of one de¬ 
gree. . . Garrison shared Paine's burning awareness of 
the oneness of the human family. 

Something of what the Liberators masthead motto meant 
to its editor and readers is suggested by verses from a poem 
reprinted from the Emancipator in November 1837: 

I love that free, that pure, exalted mind, 

Which spurns the bounds of clime and native soil; 

And in his fellow men can brethren find; 

Whether a prince or child of care and toil! 

In justice says—by no mean prejudice confined— 

“My country is the world, my countrymen mankind!" 

All are my brethren. Why should I disdain. 

To own that God has made his creatures one? 

Or why should I from righteous acts refrain. 

To those whose features are unlike my own? 

Such thoughts as these should not my conscience blind— 

“My country is the world, my coimtr}TOen mankindl" 

In every land, in every tribe I see. 

Each bears the image of a gracious God; 

Jews, Greeks, Barbarians, Scythians, bond or free. 

Savage or tame, wherever man has trod. 

And if I roam from east to west, I find. 

“My country is the world, my countrymen mankind!"^ 

Practically, the question of die unity of man first confronted 
abolitionists in the form of the problem: Who should partici¬ 
pate in the abolitionist movement? 

Garrison insisted that Negroes, workingmen, women, and 
foreign antislavery agitators should be welcomed by the Amer¬ 
ican abolitionist movement as co-workers. That he did not 
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support militant trade-unionism should not obscure the fact 
that Garrison, himself the son of a seaman and a lifelong 
working printer, strongly IdentlBed with the poor. When he 
was nearly lynched by "men of property and standing" in 
183S, Garrison assailed the Mayor of Boston for class sym¬ 
pathies: 

He shamefully truckled to wealth and rospoctablllty. If it had 
been a mob of working men assaulting a meeting of merchants, 
no doubt he would have acted with energy and decision, and 
they would have been routed by force. But broadcloth and money 
alter the case: they are above the law, arid the imperious masters 
of poor men.®® 

In 1830, the crux of Garrison’s indictment of Beecher was the 
charge “that Dr, Beecher's sympathies and tears side only with 
the rich and the powerful." Beecher had said, so Garrison 
quoted him: “There are demagogues who seek to make our 
laboring population feel as if they were despised and wronged, 
and that there is oppression in the fact that othens should be 
richer than they.” On which Garrison commented; 

And is it not true that our laboring population are, to an alarming 
extent, despised and wronged? Is not honest labor becoming 
more and more servile and despicable in the eyes of a growing 
aristocracy, both at the north and at the sotdh? To say nothing 
of the treatment of the southern laboring population . . . , our 
northern working-men have every reason to be alarmed at the 
prospect before them. There is a conspiracy all over the land 
against them. There is a proud aristocracy at the north, sympa¬ 
thizing with and publicly approbating a still more haughty 
aristocracy at the south; and, together, it is their aim, if possible, 
to degrade and defraud working-men of all classes, irrespective 
of color. The attempt at the north to subjugate the laboring 
population, may never succeed so far as to make merchandise 
of their bodies; but, unless this class arises in its might for the 
extirpation of southern slavery, it will be ground more and more 
to the dust, its time will be more and more limited, its wages 
more and more inadequate, its means of intelligence more and 
more circumscribed. [Italics added.]®* 

These passages suggest, not a fundamental hostility toward 
the agitation of Northern workingmen, but—as in the case of 
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Du Bois later—concern lest that agitation turn its back on 
fellow workers in the South.^® 

Garrison believed that abolitionism entrusted the people 
with **the management of their own causa” more than did 
other reform movements. “Nearly every other moral and reli¬ 
gious enterprise in the land is placed under the control of an 
almost self-elected, irresponsible body of men, who have little 
or no sympathy with the ‘common people^” Abolitionism, in 
contrast, had a “republican character,” because it encouraged 
the participation of “persons of both sexes, and of all classes 
and complexions—farmers, mechanics, workingmen, niggers, 
women, and all.”^® At the World^s Anti-Slavery Convention in 
1840, Garrison refused to take his seat when American women 
delegates were excluded. 

World citizenship, in short, began at home: in an open 
door to all kinds of men and women in the abolitionist move¬ 
ment. Was it not the case, queried the Liberator, iiist the 
great men of history—Columbus (son of a weaver and a 
weaver himself), Moliere, Cervantes, Homer, Oliver Crom¬ 
well, Shakespeare (“son of a wool stapler ), Robert Bums, 
Cardinal Wolsey (“son of a butcher”)—were often of humble 
origin?^^ In the same vein the Liberator printed the anecdote 
of a man who resisted abolitionism because Garrison was 
“nothing but a printer.” The victim of this disaparagemmt 
responded: 

The grand difficulty seemed to be that many of the anti-slavery 
men were not liberally educated, as the phrase is; they had not 
been to college, and were not, of course, adorned with the 
diplomas of A.B. A.M, D.D. or L.L.D., or other mystical ch^ 
acters that are appended to the names of the college-learned. 

Here was an intemationalisni different from the goiteel cosmo- 
poKtanism of a Jefferson or even of a Franklin: an intana- 
tionalism of men who had not been to college and were still 
poor. 

The “outside agitators” in the American abolitionist move¬ 
ment were F.ngL'sh antislavery veterans like Charles Stuart 
and George Thompson who, after the success of English 
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aboKtionism in 1833, came to the United States to lend a hand. 
Thompson, whose appearance in Boston in 1835 was the oc¬ 
casion for the assault on Garrison, rejected the charge that 
a citizen of one country should not criticize the institutions 
of another. In Edinburgh before he left for the United States, 
and again in an address to the second annual meeting of the 
American Anti-Slavery Society, Thompson insisted that “the 
cause of liberty knows no bounds—no color.'' He quoted, in 
both talks, the words of Terence: “Homo sum, nil humani a 
me aUermm puto” (I am a man, nothing human is alien to 
me).^ These were also the words with which, in 1777, John 
Wilkes had closed his protest against the suspension of habeas 
corpus in the American colonies; and which, according to his 
children, comprised the “favorite maxim" of Karl Marx.®® 

Abolitionism, in fact, created something not unlike Marx's 
First International. As early as 1833 English abolitionist Joseph 
Sturge proposed the formation of a society for the abolition 
of slavery throughout the world. Organized in 1839 as the 
British and Foreign Anti-Slavery Society, this was the body 
which sponsored the World's Anti-Slavery Convention of 
1840. Sturge again, together with American abolitionist Elihu 
Burritt, sponsored a series of international peace conventions 
just before and after 1850; and for a time during the 1850s 
the latter published a journal appropriately entitled Burritfs 
Citizen cff the World.^^ 

The kinship with all human beings demonstrated by radical 
abolitionists in their attitude toward membership in their own 
movement stood them in good stead when they were obliged 
to formulate an attitude toward the government of the United 
States. 


m 

Introducing the eighth volume of the Liberator in December 
1837, Garrison announced that henceforth it would concern 
itself with peace as well as abolitionism. The mottoes of “Our 
Ckmntry Is the World" and “Universal Emancipation" would 
be used in their widest latitude." The paper set its face 
against “government of brute force," whether in the form of 
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national wars, or in the domestic form of capital punishment 
and the suppression of slave insurrections.®^ In September 
1838, Garrison joined in forming the New England Non- 
Resistance Society, which pledged its members to nonpartici¬ 
pation in all wars, to voluntary self-exclusion from all political 
ofiBces which might oblige the oflBceholder to use violence, 
and to abstention from voting for others “to act as our sub¬ 
stitutes.” These policies were justified by a millennialist rhet¬ 
oric similar to diat “of the pacifist sects of the Anabaptist- 
Mennonite tradition.”®® 

But this recourse to the world view of the Radical Reforma¬ 
tion proved, as so often in the development of the revolu¬ 
tionary tradition, to be a prelude to new political departures. 
In 1843 Garrison added to the masthead of the Liberator a 
new motto, “No Union with Slaveholders,” and in 1844 the 
American Anti-Slavery Society endorsed a secession strategy. 
Indeed that strategy won support from a surprisingly broad 
spectrum of New England opinion on the eve of Texas an¬ 
nexation in 1845. 

The Texas issue catalyzed a widespread disposition among 
reformers to be suspicious of war and patriotism because of 
their coimection wiA slavery. All branches of the antislavery 
movement, to begin with, linked slavery and violence. Bimey, 
so often contrasted with Garrison, regularly made his first 
complaint against slavery that it rested on force: diat—as 
he put it in his letter to the Presbyterian Church of Kentucky 
in 1834—^“it originated, has always been, and is at this day, 
maintained by a violence that is utterly at variance with the 
mild spirit of the gospel.”®^ Theodore Parker felt precisely 
the same way. “The relation of master and slave begins in 
violence; it must be sustained by violence—^the systematic 
violence of general laws, or the irregular violence of individual 
caprice. There is no other mode of conquering and subjugat¬ 
ing a man.”®^ From that perception it was an easy step to the 
thesis that war and slavery were interchangeable modes 
whereby men sought to coerce other men against their will, 
and that the soldier, in Thoreau s language, was a “small 
movable fort” at the disposal of another's orders. Thus John 
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Quincy Adams, in a famous address in 1837, declared that the 
"ills of war and slavery” were man's creation and that man 
should seek not only the abolition of slavery but also the 
“total abolition of war upon earth.”®® Thus Frederick Douglass 
condemned capital punishment, flogging in the navy and “the 
whole naval system,” as well as “the Florida bloodhound war, 
and the still more glorious one waged against Mexico.”®'^ 

It was in the l^Os, as one expression of this intellectual 
atmosphere, that there began the custom of making anti- 
patriotic speeches on the Fourth of July. Andrew Jackson 
wanted Texas to “extend the area of freedom,” but many 
Jacksonian Democrats did not accept the creed of Manifest 
Etestiny. “Patriotism,” said one in a Fourth of July oration to 
the trade-unionists of Boston in 1834, “consists in nothing but 
a brotherly affection, an extensive love toward the whole hu¬ 
man family.”®® Talk of national glory, Seth Luther said in his 
Address to the Working Men of New England in 1833, often 
covered over human suffering; and in a Fourth of July speech 
to mechanics and workingmen in 1836, Luther bitterly re¬ 
buked those who condemned striking workers because there 
were foreigners among them. Did not the Bible say that God 
had made the nations of one blood, a truth confirmed by the 
Declaration of Independence? Lafayette, Pulaski, Steuben, 
and others had helped in the Revolution. “It is this damnable 
principle [of nationalism] which has desolated the earth for 
centuries,” Luther declared, “and made our beautiful earth 
one vast slaughter house.”®® The next year, 1837, William 
Leggett noted that abolitionists had hung out the flag on the 
Fourth of July with a placard saying, “Slavery's Cloak.” He 
would, he said, see his right arm cut off before rallying around 
the glorious emblem” to crush a slave rebellion. “The obliga¬ 
tions of citizenship are strong,” said Leggett, ‘iDut those of 
justice, humamty and religion stronger.”^ Later would come 
other Fourth of July heresies: Sumner denouncing war on 
Bc^on Common in 1845; Douglass' 1852 address on “The 
Meaning of July Fourth for the Negro”; Garrison burning the 
Constitution at Framingham in 1854. 

The political development of William Ellery Channing il- 
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lustrates the process by which the Texas question pushed 
tnen initially hostile to Garrison to espouse Garrison's position. 
Channing was a very moderate sort of radical: according to 
Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., “the work of Cha nn ing in sabotaging 
the liberal impulses of his day by his theory of mtemal’ re¬ 
form, with its indifference to external social change, has never 
been properly appreciated."^^ All the more striking, then, 
was Channing s transformation after 1835. 

In that year Channing proposed, in his pamphlet Slavery^ 
a program of gradual emancipation very much like that which 
Buxton had urged on Parliament in 1823. Freedom was to be 
preceded by piecemeal reforms which citizens of the free 
states would recommend quietly and reasonably to their South¬ 
ern brethren. Channing's 1837 letter to Henry Clay upon the 
possible annexation of Texas revealed a hardened spirit. For 
to Channing as to other opponents of slavery, annexation of 
Texas and (what he had no doubt would follow) war with 
Mexico meant that the South was asking that slavery become 
“the predominant interest of the state."**^ If in defiance of the 
public conscience the South took Texas anyway, Channing 
urged Northern secession. Was the United States to make war 
to extend slavery? “Sooner perish!" cried Ch annin g with 
Garrison and Thoreau. “Sooner be our name blotted out from 
the record of nations!" Or more soberly: “I do not desire 
to share the responsibility, or to live under the laws of a gov¬ 
ernment adopting such a policy, and swayed by such a spirit, 
as would be expressed by the incorporation of Texas with our 
country."^ 

Implicit in Channing's “Letter to Clay" was an anafogy 
between intersectional and international relations. The United 
States should have assisted its “less civilized" sister republics 
in Latin America by example and exhortation, but not by 
force;^^ just so the duty of the North was to intawene, but 
only nonviolently. 

We are told that the slave-holding States [Channing wrote in his 
"Remarks on the Slavery Question”] . . . stand on &e sa^ 
ground with foreign countries, and are consequently to ^ trea^ 
^th equal delicacy and reserve. . . . The position is false, that 
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nation has no right to interfere morally with nation. ... I claim 
the right of pleading the cause of the oppressed, whether he 
suffer in this country or another. I utterly deny that a people can 
screen themselves l^hind their nationality from the moral judg¬ 
ment of the world. 

Charming placed his trust in the “grand moral tribunar of 
world public opinion.^® 

But the Sou A (Channing continued) asked active support 
from the North in, for example, returning fugitive slaves. 
“Slavery more than touches us,” said Channing. “We feel its 
grasp.”^® The doctrine of nonintervention, accordingly, re¬ 
vealed its double edge. In “Emancipation” (1840), Channing 
stated that the political duties of the North “may be reduced 
to two heads, both of them negative”: not to use coercion 
against slavery where it existed, but also not to use the powers 
of the state or national governments to support slavery where 
it existed.^'^ “This is not a question of abolitionism,” Channing 
said. “It has nothing to do with putting down slavery. We 
are 

simply called, as communities, to withhold support from it, to 
stand aloof, to break off all connection with this criminal institu¬ 
tion- The free states ought to say to the South, “Slavery is yours, 
not ours, and on you the whole responsibility of it must fall. 
We wash our hands of it wholly. We shall exert no power against 
it; but do not call on us to put forth the least power on its 
behalf. We cannot, directly or indirecdy, become accessories 
to this wrong. We cannot b^me jailers, or a patrol, or a watch, 
to keep yoiar slaves under the yoke. You must guard them your¬ 
selves. If they escape, we cannot send them back. ... In case 
of insurrection, we cannot come to you. . , . Neither in our sep¬ 
arate legislatures, nor in the national legislature, can we touch 
slavery to sustain it On this point you are foreign communi¬ 
ties. . . 

Peaceful persuasion if possible, peaceful secession if necessary, 
remained Qianning s program until his death in October 1842. 
In August of that year he said: “I deprecate all political action 
on slavery except for one end, and this end is to release the 
free States from all connection with this oppressive institu¬ 
tion. . . 
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In the years between Channings death and Texas annexa¬ 
tion, abolitionists in and out of Congress treated Northern 
secession as a live option. Wendell Phillips’ resolutions at the 
May 1844 meeting of the American Anti-Slavery Society de¬ 
clared that the impending annexation of Texas would be null 
and void/’ and require the free states of the North to call a 
new constitutional convention to “form a real Union. ^ This 
language was hardly stronger than that used seven years 
earlier by John Quincy Adams, the ex-President in the House 
of Representatives: ^^any attempt by act of Congress or by 
treaty to annex the Republic of Texas to this Union would be 
a usurpation of power, unlawful and void, and which it would 
be the right and the duty of the free People of the Union to 
resist and annul.”^^ In March 1843 Adams’ famous disunion 
letter,” signed by twelve other northern Whig congressmen, 
stated that annexation would be “IDENTICAL WITH DIS¬ 
SOLUTION” and that the people of the free states “WOULD 
NOT SUBMIT TO IT.’’^^ In March 1845 William Jay, son 
of the former Chief Justice of the Supreme Court, likewise 
called “for an amicable dissolution of the Union.”®® The Mas¬ 
sachusetts legislature declared that Texas annexation would 
have no binding force whatever on the people of Massachu¬ 
setts,’' the Maine legislature termed it “tantamount to dissolu¬ 
tion.”®^ 

When Texas was annexed the Northern states did not 
secede, but the decade of struggle against what Channing 
called this “prostitution” of the national government had a 
long-lasting impact on the strategy of American abolitionism. 
The petition campaign of the 1830s had asked Congress to use 
its constitutional powers to abolish slavery in the District of 
Columbia. From the early 1840s down to the late 1850s, how¬ 
ever, antislavery men in politics sought to obstruct the use 
of federal power, because they believed with Channing that 
“the federal government has been, and is, the friend of the 
slaveholder, and the enemy of the slave.”®® 

This negative strategy is exemplified by the congressional 
career of Joshua Giddings. Elected in 1838, Giddings first 
approach to the slavery question occurred in 1839 when he 
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presented a petition for abolition in the District. By 1841, in 
contrast, Giddings was contending that “the federal govern¬ 
ment had no right, no constitutional power*' to wage a war 
“for slavery” against the Seminole Indians.®^ The same year 
there took place the mutiny of slaves upon die Creole, sailing 
from Richmond to New Orleans, who took over the ship, 
killed one of the crew, and piloted the vessel to Nassau in 
the British West Indies, where die authorities refused to 
hand them over to the United States. In support of the British 
authorities Giddings introduced congressional resolutions, one 
of which maintained “diat slavery, being an abridgment of 
the natural rights of man, can exist only by force of positive 
municipal law, and is necessarily confined to the jurisdiction 
of the power creating it God's writ not man's, in other 
words, ran in international waters. Once on the high seas the 
slaveholder was a pirate, according to Giddings, and the Presi¬ 
dent who used federal power to protect him was transcending 
“his constitutional obligations . . . [by involving] our nation 
in the support of this piracy.”*^ 

What was true of Gods ocean held for His Western terri¬ 
tories, too. Senator William H. Seward supplied the key 
phrase. As a New York lawyer in the late 1830s, Seward had 
demanded that fugitive slaves receive trial by jury, that all 
distinctions in constitutional rights based on complexion be 
abolished, and that a law permitting the importation of slaves 
into the state of New York be replaced. In 1839, writing to the 
Governor of Virginia concerning three free Negro sailors who 
had helped a slave to flee, Seward appealed to the “moral 
sense of men” which must be obtained “not from the senti¬ 
ment of one state or people, but from the universal sentiment 
of mankmd.” In 1841 he told another correspondent that it 
was as absurd to speak of property in “immortal beings” as 
“of a division of property in the common atmosphere.” Then 
in 1850, during the debate on the admission of California, 
Seward declared: it is true, indeed, that the national domain 
is ours; . . . but we hold, nevertheless, no arbitrary power 
over it” Americans were “God's stewards,” charged to enact 
a “democratic revolution” And so, finally: “There is a higher 
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law than the Constitution which regulates our authority over 
the domain.”®® 

Congressman John Quincy Adams had always believed in 
higher law. As a young Federalist, responding to the major- 
itarian doctrine of Paine, Adams wrote: “The eternal and 
immutable laws of justice and of morality are paramount to 
all human legislation.”®® This same stance now tranrformed 
Adams into an abolitionist hero. He gave only qualified sup¬ 
port to Giddings’ Creole resolutions of 1842, but the con¬ 
temporary case of the Amistad led Adams even beyond 
Giddings’ position. The Amistad was a Spanish slavor on 
which the slaves had rebelled and directed two of their owners 
to sail them to'Africa. The two Spaniards, however, took the 
vessel westward until finally a ship of the United States Navy 
apprehended the Amistad and imprisoned its briefly liberated 
Negroes. Adams, consenting under abolitionist pressure to 
plead for the prisoners’ freedom, had to deal with the fact 
that the Amistad was within the territorial waters of the 
United States when seized. Pointing repeatedly to copies of 
the Declaration of Independence which hung in the Supreme 
Court chambers where he spoke, Adams insisted that only 
the Declaration, only the ^aw of Nature and of Nature’s 
God,” was applicable. Slavery, said Adams, could be justified 
by “the doctrine of Hobbes, that War is the natural state of 
man.” But if the rights to life and liberty “are inalienable, 
they are incompatible with the rights of the victor to take the 
life of his enemy in war, or to spare his life and make him 
a slave.” Nature’s law of love must take precedence over 
slavery derived from war, which is “utterly incompatible” 
with tihe inalienable right to life.®^ 

The Amistad case underlines the fact that the higher law 
variously characterized by Seward as “the Law of Nations,” 
“the Law of Nature, written on the hearts and consciences 
of freemen,” and “the Laws of God,”®^ could be understood 
either (a) to govern in the absence of positive law, or (fe) to 
supersede positive law when the two were in conflict. Aboli¬ 
tionists in politics naturally tended to the first view. “We 
propose,” wrote Salmon Chase on behalf of the Southern and 
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Western Liberty Convention in 1845, **to effect this [abolition] 
by repealing all legislation, and discontinuing all action, in 
favour of slavery, at home and abroad.” It was unnecessary to 
hold that the Constitution rightly interpreted prohibited 
slavery everywhere; or that the preamble to the Declaration 
of Independence should be “regarded as the common law 
of America, antecedent to, and unimpaired by, the Constitu¬ 
tion”; or that slaveholding was contrary to “the supreme law 
of the Supreme Ruler.” It was only necessary to affirm that 
slavery can “subsist nowhere without the sanction and aid of 
positive legislation.”®^ 

But Texas annexation, the war with Mexico, and the Fugi¬ 
tive Slave Law were the work of a federal government doing 
more to help slavery, not less. “I might stand here till the 
rising of the morrow s sun,” Giddings told the New Hampshire 
legislature in 1847, “repeating instances in which the Federal 
Government has lent its aid to the institution of slavery.”®^ 
This chain of events pulled even political abolitionists toward 
civil disobedience. 

The Fugitive Slave Law brought matters to a head. By 
arming federal marshals with summary powers—^much the 
same powers, incidentally, which civil rights workers in the 
1960s sought for federal marshals in the South—and by stip¬ 
ulating that all citizens were bound to assist the marshals on 
demand, the act forced Northern abolitionists to make a prac¬ 
tical as weU as theoretical decision. Senator Charles Sumner 
declared in 1852: “By the Supreme Law, which commands 
me to do no injustice; by the comprehensive Christian Law 
of Brotherhood; by the Constitution^ which I have sworn to 
support; I AM BOUND TO DISOBEY THIS ACT.” He 
was, he said, “encouraged by the example of our Revolutionary 
Fathers,” who resisted the Stamp Act just as “the Slave Act” 
should be resisted. The grounds of isobedience were the 
same in both cases: that the enacting authority had exceeded 
its proper bounds, and that the law itself circumvented trial 
by jury. Parallel, too, were the means of resistance. “The 
country was rallied in peaceful phalanx against the execution 
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of the ActJ" John Adams had recorded in his diary: "In every 
Colony, from Georgia to New Hampshire inclusively, the 
stamp distributors and inspectors have been compelled by the 
unconquerable rage of the people to renounce their oflBces.” 
So now, Sumner declared, should the ofiBcers under the 
Fugitive Slave Law be compelled by an aroused public to 
resign; and so should Congress now, as had Parliament then, 
repeal a law which had become “a dead letter" through the 
resistance of the people.^^ 

As political abolitionism, which shared the Garrisonian 
premise that the federal government should cease its aid to 
slavery, was forced toward the Thoreauvian conclusion that 
this meant breaking federal laws, it found waiting for it the 
concept of world citizenship: the belief that “man as man” 
had duties superior to his duties as citizen of a particular 
nation. 

Perhaps the most eloquent statement of what he called that 
“grand principle” was by William EUery Channing in con¬ 
nection with the case of the Creole: 

This principle is, that a man, as a man, has rights, has clai m s on 
his race, which are in no degree touched or impaired on account 
of the manner in which he may be regarded or treated by a 
particular clan, tribe, or nation of his fellow-creatures. A man, by 
his very nature, as an intelligent, moral creature of God, has 
claims to aid and kind regard from all other men. There is a 
grand law of humanity, more comprehensive than all others, 
and under which every man should find shelter. He has not only 
a right, but is boimd to use freely and improve the powers which 
God has given him; and other men, instead of obstructing, are 
bound to assist their development and exertion. These claims 
a man does not derive from the family or tribe in which he be¬ 
gan his being. They are not the growth of a particular soil; they 
are not ripened under a peculiar sky; they are not written on a 
particular complexion; they belong to human nature. The groimd 
on which one man asserts them, all men stand on, nor can they 
be denied to one without being denied to all. We have here a 
common interest. We must all stand or fall together. We all have 
claims on our race, claims of kindness and justice, claims grounded 
on our relation to our common Father and on the inheritance 
of a common nature. 
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Because a number of men invade the rights of a fellow-creature, 
and pronounce him destitute of rights, his claims are not a whit 
touched by this. He is as much a man as before* Not a single gift 
of God, on which his rights rest, is taken away. His relations to 
the rest of his race are in no measure affected. He is as truly 
their brother as if his tribe had not pronounced him a brute. 
If indeed any change takes place, his claims are enhanced, on 
the ground that the suffering and injured are entitled to peculiar 
regard. If any rights should be singularly sacred in our sight, 
they are those which are denied and trodden in the dust. 

It seems to be thought by some, that a man derives all his 
rights from the nation to which he belongs. They are gifts of the 
state, and the state may take them away if it will, A man, it is 
thought, has claims on other men not as a man, but as an 
Englishman, an American or a subject of some other state. He 
must produce his parchment of citizenship, before he binds other 
men to protect him, to respect his free agency, to leave him the 
use of his powers according to his own will. Local, municipal 
law is thus made the fountain and measure of rights. The stranger 
must tell us where he was bom, what privileges he enjoyed at 
home, or no tie links us to one another. 

In conformity to these views, it is thought that when one com¬ 
munity declares a man to be a slave, other communities must 
respect this decree; that the duties of a foreign nation to an 
individual are to be determined by a brand set on him on his 
own shores; that his relations to the whole race may be affected 
by the local act of a community, no matter how small or how 
unjust. 

This is a terrible doctrine. It strikes a blow at all the rights 
of hu man nature. It enables the political body to which we 
belong, no matter how wicked or weak, to make each of us an 
outcast from his race. It makes a man nothing in himself. As a 
man, he has no significance. He is sacred only as far as some 
^ate has taken him under its care. Stripped of his nationality, 
he is at the mercy of all who may incline to lay hold of him. 
He may be seized, imprisoned, sent to work in galleys or mines, 
unless some foreign state spreads its shield over him as one of its 
citizens. 

This doctrine is as false as it is terrible. Man is not the mere 
creatoe of the state. Man is older than nations and he is to 
^jryive nations. There is a law of humanity more primitive and 
'vine than the law of the land. He has higher claims than those 
of a citi^n. He has rights which date before all charters and 
immunities; not conventional, not repealable, but as eternal as 
the powers and laws of his being.®® 
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IV 

But the question. What is to be done? remained in all its 
urgency. The Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854, the Dred Scott 
decision in 1857, only reinforced the trend toward greater 
federal aid to slavery. The acquisition of Cuba appeared in 
every national Democratic party platform of the 1850s and 
there was even talk of reopening the slave trade. 

Under this pressure, abolitionists at length abandoned non¬ 
violence and discovered in the presidential war power the 
key to emancipation.®'^ One after another the leading abolition¬ 
ists gave up their pacifism and, when the war came, supported 
the Northern cause with enthusiasm. In the process, the in¬ 
ternationalist ideology summed up in the phrase “My country 
is the world” was transformed into the creed of holy war. 

Sunrner was a principal facilitator of the change. An out¬ 
spoken pacifist as late as his assumption of a Senate seat in 
1851, Sumner became, during the Civil War, chairman of 
the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations. It fell to him to 
justify what he had previously pronounced unjustifiable. Ad¬ 
ditional irony lay in the fact that Sumner had been an ardent 
disciple of Channing's, even assisting in the preparation of 
Channing's pamphlet on the case of the Creok.®® 

In the manner of all converts, the ex-pacifist approached the 
rationalization of violence with the same earnestness which 
he had brought to the earlier task. Sumner as much as Chan- 
ning believed that Gods law should prevail in politics. “My 
great aim,” Channing had stated in the Creole pamphlet, 
“. . . is to re-unite politics and morality; to bring into harmony 
the law of the land and the law of God.”®® Su m ner, likewise, 
placed at the head of his “freedom national” speech in 1852 
thijg quotation from Cromwell: “If any man thinks that the 
interest of these Nations and the interest of Christianity are 
two separate and distinct things, I wish my soul may never 
enter into his secret.” 

Sumner gave up his pacifism step by eloquent step. In his 
first great peace address, “The True Grandeur of Nations” 
(1845), Sumner had mocked at the concept of “defensive 
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war” Its absurdity, Sumner said, “is apparent in the equal 
pretensions of the two belligerents, each claiming to act on 
the defensive.*^^ His 1849 speech, “War System of the Com¬ 
monwealth of Nations,'* was more circumspect. Carefully dis¬ 
tinguishing his condemnation of war as a means of settling 
international disputes from the doctrine of nonresistance and 
from disparagement of the right to internal revolution, Sumner 
went on to say, a little equivocally, about war preparations, 

that, if these preparations are needed at any time, according to 
the aggressive martial interpretation of self-defence in its exi¬ 
gencies, there is much reason to believe it is because the un¬ 
christian spirit in which they have their birth, lowering and 
scowling in the very names of the ships, provokes the danger,— 
as the presence of a bravo might challenge the attack he was 
hired to resist.^^ 

Amid so much else in this speech that brilliantly expoimded 
a pacifist position, for example the calculation of how many 
colleges and libraries the money spent on armaments would 
buy, these distinctions foreshadowed the later position of 
Sumner, chairman of the Senate Committee on Foreign Re¬ 
lations. 

Commenting in his "War System** speech on Immanuel 
Kant's treatise On Terpetual Peace, Sumner also carefully 
pointed out that Kant's philosophy “contemplated not only 
Universal Peace, but Universal Liberty. The first article of 
the great treaty would be, that every nation is free.*"^^ What, 
however, if a nation were not free? Would another nation be 
justified in intervening, to free it so that peace might be 
established? Sumner in 1849 had not yet assembled into a new 
theory the thoughts which he would use to justify the Civil 
War, but all the essential elements were present in his mind. 
Defensive war might be justified; intervention might be a 
duty; peace was possible only between free partners. 

Elected to the Senate just after the unsuccessful 1848 revolu¬ 
tions in Europe, Sumner urged in his first speech that Congress 
extend a welcome to the exiled Hungarian patriot Kossuth. 
“I inculcate no frigid isolation,** Sumner announced. One had 
to remember that the United States was becoming more 
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powerful: a welcome to Kossuth would be “a precedent, whose 
importance will grow, in the thick-coming events of the future, 
with the growing might of the Republic.”^® Sumner struck 
the same note in a letter to a Faneuil Hall meeting in 1851: 

In reaching across the sea as far as distant Turkey, to plead for 
the freedom of the fugitive Kossuth, our Repubhc has done 
well. . . . The step we have thus taken cannot be the last With 
increasing power are increasing duties. The influence we now 
wield is a sacred trust, to be exercised firmly and discreetly, in 
conformity with the Laws of Nations, and with an anxious eye 
to the peace of the world, but always so as most to promote 
Human Rights. Our example can do much. The magnetism of our 
national flag will be felt wherever it floats; individual citizens 
may labor faithfully; but all these will be quickened incalculably 
by a system of conduct, on the part of our Government, at home 
and abroad, which, while avoiding all improper interference with 
other countries, and teaching the beauty of honesty, shall show 
a prompt and benevolent sympathy with those vital principles 
without which our Republic is but a name.^^ 

Southerners well knew where this kind of talk could lead. 
Senator Berrien of Georgia moved a resolution against con¬ 
gressional action on Kossuth, which said: . it is due to 

candor to declare that it is not the purpose of Congress to 
depart from the settled policy of this Government, which for¬ 
bids all interference with the domestic concerns of other na¬ 
tions/*'^® For if intervention in the domestic affairs d othar 
nations could be sanctioned, why not in the domestic afeirs 
of America south of the Potomac? 

In 1856 Sumner was caned on the Senate floor by Congress¬ 
man Brooks, and did not return to the Senate until I>ecember 
1859. In his first speech after his return, Sumner saw the 
establishment of freedom in Kansas as contributing to peace 
and to the United States’ mission of "teaching the nations how 
to live.” On the eve of Lincoln’s election Sumner again in¬ 
voked the idea of a mission for the United States. "We shall 
have not only a new President,” he said, “but a new govern¬ 
ment. A new order of things will begin, and our history will 
proceed on a grander scale, in harmony with those sublime 
principles in which it commenced.”^® Then, after Sumter, 



152 ( ( ( INTEIXECTUAL OBIGINS OF AMERICAN RADICALISM 

Charles Sumner fashioned a new vision of an American foreign 
policy. He had played with the key ideas—self-defense; selfless 
intervention; peace possible only between free partners—^in 
1849. Now he combined them into an apologia for democratic 
imperialism which later generations would use at need. 

On September 10, 1863, Sumner delivered at Cooper In¬ 
stitute a speech on “Our Foreign Relations" which, studded 
with scholarship as was Sumner's wont, ran to almost 140 
printed pages. It at once attracted international attention as 
a definitive statement of America's wartime foreign policy. 

Sumner began by considering intervention. His task was 
to deny the legitimacy of French and English intervention on 
behalf of the South; he chose, not the easy way of rejecting 
intervention in general, but the more difiicult method of 
defining a type of intervention which was legitimate and then 
showing that Anglo-French support for the South could not 
be of this type. Sumner said that intervention was justified 
^^tohere one side is obviously fighting for Barbarism^ By this 
criterion a nation could consistently reject intervention in one 
case and adhere to it in another; thus Cromwell, rightly re¬ 
jecting intervention by France in the English Civil War, 
gloriously insisted on intervening on behalf of God's "slaugh¬ 
tered saints” (as Milton called them) in the Piedmont. "Be¬ 
lieving, as I do most profoundly,” Sumner continued, "that 
war can never be a game, but must always be a crime when 
it ceases to be a duty,” it followed that intervention was only 
permissible if ‘^obviously on the side of Human Rights*" of 
“civilization endangered or human nature wronged.” 

Moving on to the problem of diplomatic recognition, Sum¬ 
ner again chose the high road which avoided easy answers. 
Sumner could have argued that since the South was not yet 
clearly in control of its own territory, American doctrine pro¬ 
hibited French and English recognition. Instead, he pro¬ 
claimed the idea, which Woodrow Wilson would later apply, 
that to achieve recognition a government must be "fit.” Even 
were the South to establish de facto independence, it should 
not be recognized, for a slaveholding government could not 
be a fit member of an international community of free nations. 
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For the same reasons that European intervention to assist 
the South was wrong, Northern intervention to destroy the 
South was right. Tlie war was a Holy War of liberation to 
defend the Rule of Morality and the law of God. “Thus do I, 
who formerly pleaded so often for Peace, now insist upon 
Liberty as its indispensable condition,” “There can be no 
consolidation of Peace without the overthrow of Slavery.” 

There can be no peace founded on injustice.” It was a war 
to make the world safe for liberty. 

“Now, at last,” Sumner concluded, 

will the Republic begin to live. ... It will be more than con- 
(^uerer. ... It will know the majesty of Right and the beauty 
of Peace, prepared always to uphold the one and to cultivate 
the other. ... It will confess that no dominion is of value that 
does not contribute to human happiness. ... It will stand forth 
to assert the dignity of man, and wherever any member of the 
human Family can be succored, there its voice will reach,—as 
the voice of Cromwell reached across France, even to the per¬ 
secuted mountaineers of the Alps. . . . Comforter and helper . . . 
it can know no bounds to its empire over a willing world.'^’’ 

In this way was the idea of holy intervention, hammered out 
on the anvil of domestic conflict, transferred to application 
ovor.seas. Willing or unwilling, the world would have a hard 
time resisting this benevolent imperialism which insisted, as 
it bombed and strafed, that it had only come to help. 

V 

Tims at its very moment of success the American revolu¬ 
tionary tradition threatened to become its opposite: a means 
of oppression and a hindrance to further growth. 

The Civil War had brought into the open a latent confusion 
in the tradition about the causes of war. Most exponents of 
the revolutionary tradition, like Tom Paine, believed ihe root 
of war to be monarchy. Commerce, far from engendering 
conflict, was understood to be a reconciling agent. If “monar- 
chial sovereignty” were abolished, Paine argued in Rights of 
Man, “the cause of wars would be taken away”; and added 
in Rights of Man, Part Second that commerce “is a pacific sys- 
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tern, operating to unite mankind.”*^® From this point of view 
a society characterized by capitalism and republican govern¬ 
ment would inherently tend toward peace. 

There was another view of war within the revolutionary 
tradition which traced it to economic causes. John Woohnan 
believed ^^our Treasures” to be “the seeds of war.”^® William 
Godwin argued that war was “the growth of unequal prop¬ 
erty For those who took this position a republican govern¬ 
ment, so long as it coexisted wdth a competitive economy, was 
as much or more prone to war as any other. With this in 
mind the Abbe Gabriel de Mably had prophetically warned 
the new nation in 1785: “You will become a kind of Carthage, 
at once warlike and commercial; and your ambition, grafted 
upon covetousness, will strive to play the tyrant over all the 
neighboring states, . . 

Charles Sumner s apologia for Northern victory was indeed 
the argument of a republican government in a “warlike and 
commerciar society. But SumneFs ideological course was not 
yet run. In several remarkable speeches in 1870-1871 he par¬ 
tially anticipated the anti-imperiiist socialism of the twentieth 
century. 

Sumner characterized the Grant administration’s plan to 
annex Santo Domingo in terms still applicable to many an 
American intervention. The annexation was proposed under 
color of agreements with one Buenaventura Baez, who, Sum¬ 
ner said, was “sustained in power by the Government of the 
United States that he may betray his country.” Since three 
vessels of the United States Navy lay immediately off the 
Island, 

it is not astonishing that there is on the seaboard, immediately 
within their influence, a certain sentiment in favor of annexation. 
But when you penetrate the interior, beyond the sight of their 
smoke, at least beyond the influence of their money, it is other¬ 
wise. 

Further, an American naval oflScer had gone ashore in the 
neighboring republic of Haiti (the western half of the island 
of which Santo Domingo was the eastern half) saying that 
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i£ Haiti interfered in any way with Santo Domingo, “he would 
blow the town down ” “In my judgment ” S umn er said, “rather 
than carry out such instructions, he ought to have thrown his 
sword into the sea.”®^ 

Returning to the doctrine of nonintervention he had aban¬ 
doned in 1863, and condemning in President Grant the free 
use of the war power which he had urged on President Lincoln, 
Sumner identified the “selfish speculators” involved in the 
annexation proceedings; and urged that, rather than molest¬ 
ing the black republic which might become “a successful ex¬ 
ample of self-government for the redemption of the race, 
not only on the Caribbean islands, but on the continent of 
Africa,” President Grant should turn his energy to protecting 
Negroes within the United States from the Ku Elux Elan.®^ 

Even more surprising were Sumner’s comments on the 
Franco-Prussian War. One of the reasons that the war was 
wrong, he said, was that “nobody suflFers in war as the working¬ 
man.” There was an “uprising of working-men” afoot in the 
world which was a strong force for peace. To illustrate this, 
Sumner quoted from the statement on the war issued by the 
London headquarters of the First International (which Marx 
had written) and from addresses by the Intemationars Paris 
and Berlin branches, by workingmeh^s groups in Chemnitz 
and Brunswick, and by the “Workmen’s Peace Committee” 
of Great Britain, all appealing to their fellow workers in other 
nations not to fight.®^ 

But this was still the same Sumner who, as a young man, 
had condemned Comte, Saint-Simon, and Fourier and as¬ 
serted that progress must not “shake property” who during 
the revolution of 1848 had argued for disarmament as a means 
“of meeting socialism”^^ Individual speculators might be at 
fault in the case of Santo Domingo, but nowhere in his writ¬ 
ings did Sumner’s condemnations reach capitalism as a system. 
What was necessary for peace was still republicanism: “To 
the people alone can mankind look for the repose of nations; 
but the Republic is the embodied people. All hail to the 
Republic, equal guardian of all, and angel of peace!”®® 
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Accordingly, the vision of ^my country is the world” passed 
into the hands of men and movements prepared to oppose 
not only monarchy and slavery, but capitalism too. 
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CONCLUSION: 


BICAMERALISM 

FROM 

BELOW 


These chapters have described an American intellectual tradi¬ 
tion which began with a concept of freedom shared with 
Rousseau, and culminated in a critique of alienated labor and 
nationalism shared with Marx. Like Rousseau and Marx, 
exponents of this AmOTcan tradition believed that existing 
sod^ oppressed its members by alienating human powers 
whk^ nature intended men to reclaim. Like their European 
counterparts also, twice in the century 1760-1860 they con¬ 
cluded that deliberate lawbreaking and violent resistance to 
constituted authority were required to put an end to oppres¬ 
sion. Prom all these points of view the ideas we have been 
considermg are properly termed revolutionary. 

Two general pattons emerge from the development of 
American revolutionary ideas. The first is a dialectical process 
of ideofogical response to changing social conditions, such 
that each sharpening of social conflict calls forth a clarification 
of ideas previously ambiguous. The second is the vision of a 
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surprisingly consistent Utopia, a decentralized communal 
society not unlike that implicit in the rhetoric of the post- 
World War II New Left. 

Consider the first of these two patterns. The more diverse 
the social coalition supporting revolutionary action, the more 
ambiguous was the ideology by which that action was justi¬ 
fied. When the action succeeded and the erstwhile partners 
in the coalition began to quarrel about next steps, tendencies 
latent in the coalition ideology were articulated, set one against 
another, and developed to their logical conclusions. Around 
one of these tendencies, reflecting the leadership of a partic¬ 
ular social group, a new ideology justifying a new coalition 
would develop and then in its turn fragment into contradictory 
world views as the underlying social movement itself divided. 

Thus the coalition which won independence from England 
failed to make itself clear as to whether natural rights were 
retained undiminished in society, because to have done so 
would have forced into the open the question of slavery and 
so split the coalition. When that coalition disintegrated into 
its Northern and Southern components, it became possible to 
describe more explicitly the contradiction between the rights 
of man and chattel slavery; moreover the nature of the ex¬ 
ternal situation, which was such that for decades a Nordiem 
majority in both houses of Congress seemed unlikely, prompted 
the exposition of a theory of civil disobedience to particular 
laws of a republican government. Yet abolitionism too had 
its silences, particularly concerning the kind of economic 
system which the North intended to transplant soufliward, 
and die economic motives behind the war by means of which 
the transplantation was effected. These tensions widiin the 
ideology of the second, abolitionist coalition could be exposed 
only by the spokesmen of a third revolutionary movement 
prepared to be critical, not just of property in man, but of 
private property in all its forms. 

Precisely because it spoke for the broadest assemblage of 
interests and hence had to be articulated in the most general¬ 
ized form, the Declaration of Independence could remain the 
manifesto of each successive revolutionary movement. 
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All tbis is true, or appears so to me. But at the same time, 
detached analysis of ihe sort exhibited in the previous few 
pages will not fully satisfy the reader to whom this volume is 
addressed: the "critic of the American present.” Because he is 
(or should be) an actor as well as an onlooker, that reader 
will ask from a historical discussion of ideas the identification 
of ideas which he can trust. To be dialectically conscious of 
die ongoing many-sidedness of every historical phenomenon 
does not altogether speak to his condition. Like Thoreau, he 
wants firm bottom and rocks in place; he wants visions on 
which he can lean his whole weight; he wants history to do 
something more than caution against complete commitment: 
he wants it to help him commit himself with more precision 
and effect. Fortunately, the story told in this book exhibits a 
second pattern responsive to this second kind of need. 


American radicals in the century preceding the Civil War 
adhered to an essentially unchanging vision of a decentralized 
good society. They were prepared to use centralized means: 
Paine and the Revolutionary artisans supported strong na¬ 
tional government from the first meeting of the Continental 
Congress (1774) till the adoption of the United States Con¬ 
stitution (1788);^ Garrison and Thoreau welcomed the use 
of the presidential war power for emancipation. Strong na¬ 
tional government which might be directly influenced by 
popular pressure always seemed preferable to local “self- 
goveroment” by a self-perpetuating clique of gentlemen. 
Nevertheless the goal of the revolutionary tradition was not 
the aggrandizement of power by a socially concerned federal 
government. Society in every state is a blessing,” Paine wrote 
in the first paragraph of Common Sense^ *lout government, 
evCT in its best state, is but a necessary evil.” That govern¬ 
ment is best, Thoreau concurred at the outset of Civil Dis¬ 
obedience, which governs not at aU. Like Marx, American 
revolutionaries sought a society in which the state would 
wither away. 
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In contrast to laissez-faire liberalism, however, the revolu¬ 
tionary tradition did not view freedom and frateroity as 
mutually exclusive. What American radicals wanted was some¬ 
thing more than freedom from government restraint. The 
government rejected was national. Communal decision-mak¬ 
ing at a local level was regarded, even by Godwin and Tho- 
reau, as the condition for other freedoms. The revolutionary 
tradition, moreover, took as its point of departure not property 
but conscience; and readily imagined that free men might 
manage their economic affairs in the manner of a family rather 
than on the .model of a market. 

The difference between this dream and the worldly wisdom 
of John Locke will stand out more clearly in illustratians 
drawn from other times and countries. Few groups have been 
more devoted to personal freedom than the sixteenth-century 
Anabaptists, who “when asked their trade and location and 
station in life in court actions . . . replied, ‘No master!^ {kein 
ooTSteer)^ for in the New Age only Christ was Master.”^ Yet 
‘from the Sacramentist fellowships, through the peasant 
3 amp meetings and parliaments, and the great and small 
synodal deliberations, . . . the Radical Reformation in its 
main drive was at once individualistic [and] conventicu- 
lar. . . Long before Dr. Martin Luther King used the term, 
Rufus Jones wrote of the Anabaptists that “they felt them- 
lelves to be ‘blessed communities'.”^ 

Or consider the spokesman of another tradition for which 
he peasant community, not the market, was the institutional 
)ase. Kwame Nkrumah says in Consciencism: 

The traditional face of Africa includes an attitude towards 
man which can only be described, in its social manifestation, as 
being socialist. This arises from the fact [italics added] that man 
is regarded in Africa as primarily a spiritual being, a being 
endowed originally with a certain inward dignity, integnty and 
value.® 

'Ikrumah continues: “This idea of the original value of man 
mposes duties of a socialist kind upon us. Herein lies the 
heoretical basis of African communahsm. This theoretical 
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basis expressed itself on the social level in terms of institutions 
such as the clan, underlining the initial equality of all and 
the responsibility of many for one.”® 

Vinoba Bhave, the Gandhian land reformer, oflFers another 
Third World variant of the vision of a decentralized com¬ 
munal society: 

Sarvodaya does not mean good government or majority rule, 
it means freedom from government, it means decentralization of 
power. We want to do away with government and politicians and 
replace it by a government of the people, based on love, com¬ 
passion and equality. Decisions should be taken, not by a 
majority, but by unanimous consent; and they should be carried 
out by the united strength of the ordinary people of the village. 
... There is a false notion abroad in the world that governments 
are our saviors and that without them we should be lost. People 
imagine that they cannot do without government. Now I can 
understand that people cannot do without agricultiue, or in¬ 
dustries; that they cannot do without love and religion. I can 
also imderstand that they cannot do without institutions like 
marriage and the family. But governments do not come into 
this category. The fact is that people really do not need a gov¬ 
ernment at aU. Governments grow up as a result of certain 
particular conditions in society. Men have not succeeded in 
creating a feeling of unity and avoiding divisions; we have not 
learned fully the art of working together without conJBict, so 
we try to get things done by the power of the state instead; 
we try to do by punishment what can only be done by educating 
the community.^ 

Some contemporary communist societies also relate to this 
vision by utilizing the heritage of village self-government in 
building socialism.® 

In the American tradition, too, rebellion against inherited 
authoiiti^ was not mere ‘‘anti-institutionalism.” Implicit, some¬ 
times explicit in the American revolutionary tradition was a 
dream of the good society as a voluntary federation of local 
communal institutions, perpetually re-created from below by 
what Paul Goodman calls “a continuous series of existential 
constitutional acts.”® 

The models for radical American imaginings of a good 
society were English and American local institutions combin- 
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ing sacred and secular functions: the parish, the congregation, 
the town meeting. Anglo-American utopianism from &e seven¬ 
teenth to the nineteenth century consistently gravitated to 
these homely exemplars. Gerrard Winstanley, with his belief 
that "there cannot be a universal libertie, til . . . universal 
communitie be established,” desired “that the People in ... a 
Parish may generally meet together to see one anothers faces, 
and beget or preserve fellowship in friendly love.”^® Win- 
stanley’s Buckinghamshire followers accordingly demanded 
“the government to be by Judges, called Elders, men fearing 
God and hating covetousnesse; Those to be chosen by the 
people, and to end all controversies in every Town and Ham¬ 
let, without any other or further trouble or charge.”^^ The 
Levellers, similarly, proposed “to erect a court of justice in 
every hundred in the nation, for the ending of all differences 
arising in that hundred, by twelve men of the same hundred 
annually chosen by freemen of that hundred,” and the popular 
election of “mayors, sheriffs, justices of the peace, deputy 
lieutenants, etc. ... in case there be any need, after the erec¬ 
tion of hundred courts.”^^ An attenuated echo of this custom 
of neighborhood arbitration was heard at the Constitutional 
Convention of 1787, when Franklin described how members 
of the Society of Friends settled their differences through 
committees of their Meetings without going to court 

It was still of parishes that Paine and Godwin spoke when 
they put forth their plans for a better England in the 1790s. 
Proposing as one part of his elaborate scenario for welfare 
spending in Rights of Man that every pwr family receive 
a supplement to assist in the education of its children, Paine 
suggested that “the ministers of every parish, of every denoim- 
nation” administer the fund. Sketching the outlmes of a sffl 
more radical scheme for French land reform in Agrarian 
Justice, Paine advised that “each canton shall elect in its 
primary assemblies, three persons, as commissioners for that 
canton, who shall take cognizance, and keep a register of aD 
matters happening in that canton,” and administer property 
inheritance.!" Godwin, too, proceeded on the assumption that 
“neighbours are best informed of each other's concerns, and 
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are perfectly equal to their adjustment.” It followed that gov¬ 
ernment should be decentralized to the district or parish. The 
districts should "make laws for themselves, without interven¬ 
tion of the national assembly” so that "political power is 
brought home to the citizens, and simplified into something of 
the nature of a parish regulation.” General laws would not 
be needed for these small-scale governments, since "the in¬ 
habitants of a small parish, living with some degree of that 
simplicity which best corresponds to the real nature and wants 
of a human being, would soon be led to suspect that general 
laws were unnecessary.”^® 

American radicals more often invoked the town meeting, 
lineal descendant of the English parish. Jefferson urged his 
native state to subdivide its counties into townships or "wards” 
similar to the towns of New England. These new bodies would 
administer the laying out of highways, public elementary edu¬ 
cation, poor relief, and other matters “relating to themselves 
exclusively ” Supplanting the oligarchical authority of justices 
of the peace, the townships would give "every citizen, per¬ 
sonally, a part in the administration of the public affairs.”^® 

Abolitionists, as they built the mighty engine of "self-con¬ 
stituted” abolition societies, expressed similar confidence in 
the town-meeting prototype. Even Thoreau declared himself 
ready to pay the local highway tax, "because I am as desirous 
of being a good neighbor as I am of being a bad subject,” 
and maintained that "when, in some obscure country town, 
the farmers come together to a special town meeting, to ex- 
pr^s their opinion on some subject which is vexing the land, 
that, I think, is the true Congress, and the most respectable 
one that is ever assembled in the United States.” He delivered 
his celebrated defense of John Brown to just such a special 
town meeting.^* One of the most systematic presentations of 
the town meeting as Utopia came from the New England non- 
resistant Adin Ballou, "When we get beyond our common 
Town and Municipal officials, who for the most part render 
much useful service for small pecuniary compensation,” Bal¬ 
lou wrote, government was hardly necessary. It might "tri¬ 
umphantly dispense with its army, navy, militia, capital 
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punishment/" and make room for “reconstructed neighbor¬ 
hood society by voluntary association.” Echoing Winstanley 
and Godwin, and anticipating Lenin's State and Revolution, 
Ballou aflSrmed that if in such a social state an occasional in¬ 
dividual ^T^roke over the bounds of decency, the whole force 
of renovated public sentiment would surround and press in 
upon him like the waters of the ocean.”^® 

The vision of a decentralized network of self-governing 
communities continued to dominate the speculations of late 
nineteenth-century American radicals. Laurence Gronlund, for 
instance, proposed a “co-operative commonwealth” which re¬ 
jected “the whole system of representation.” Political parties, 
appointments from above, and checks and balances would be 
abolished. State and society would become synonymous. All 
laws would be passed by referendum, as first proposed by 
Robespierre. All public functionaries would be elected (letter 
carriers would elect postmasters) and hold oflBce during good 
behavior. “Anybody can now construct a Socialist administra¬ 
tion in his imagination as well as we can,” Gronlund remarked, 

if he will only bear in mind that all appointments are to be 
made from below; that the directors are to stay in oflBce as long 
as they give satisfaction and not longer; and that all laws and 
regulations of a general nature must be ratified by those im¬ 
mediately interested.^® 

Edward Bellamy, his reputation as a planophile notwithstand¬ 
ing, imagined in his book Equality a new society which 
“greatly diminished the amount of governing.” The repre¬ 
sentative government of late nineteenih-century America was 
a “negative democracy,” a “pseudo-republic,” a “sham democ¬ 
racy”: “the period may be compared to the minority of a 
king, during which the royal power is abused by wicked 
stewards.” The new society would institutionalize initiative, 
referendum, and recall. Representative bodies would function 
like congressional committees, responsible to the people at 
large. Citizens would vote perhaps a hundred times in a year. 
Recurring to the famous image in Looking Backward of capi- 
!:alist society as a coach groaning upward in which the rich 
nan sat at ease, Bellamy said that the government of the 
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future would operate in the spirit of a wealthy man who liked 
to drive the coach himself.^ 

There was a resurgence of such thinking in the generation 
just before the First World War, when a current of specula¬ 
tion about postcapitalist society swept through America and 
Western Europe. During those years thinkers as different as 
Rosa Luxemburg and Robert La FoUette shared a concern to 
promote what has since been called “participatory democ¬ 
racy.* Between those extremes, men and movements such as 
G. D, H. Cole, the young Harold Laski, the Industrial Workers 
of the World, French Syndicalism, and English Guild Social¬ 
ism sought to envision a modem industrial society which 
would simultaneously enable the people to control their 
economy yet decentralize the operations of the bureaucratic 
state. 

That intellectual moment is of particular importance be¬ 
cause Marriste and “bourgeois democrats” shared a concern 
to make politics more democratic, whether through workers’ 
coundk—Ae “soviet,” originally, was simply a central trade- 
union of all workingmen in a locality—or through initiative, 
referendum, and recall, Marxs idealization of the union of 
l^slative and executive powers in the Paris Commune in¬ 
spired one strand of this thought, paralleling the persistent 
revision of American radicals to tihe town meeting proto- 
type. 

The American thinkers who ^sought most creatively to de- 
vefap the traditions which Marxism and native American 
radicalism share were, in my opinion, Thorstein Veblen and 
W. E, B. Du Bois. Both these great outsiders—^the son of 
Norwegian imnngrants who did not speak English well 
he reached college, the Negro who ended his life as a citizen of 
Ghana studied philosophy before they became social scien¬ 
tist Both int'Orested themselves particularly in Kant, the 
philosopher who had systematized the insights of Price and 
Roiteau. Veblen’s doctoral dissertation on Kanfs theoiy of 
retriboti<m, Du Bois reading Krtfifc der reinen Vernunft in an 
attic room <rf Cambridge with Santayana, are just two more 
illustraticms of the fact that in a surprisingly strict and techni- 
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cal sense the American radical tradition has been based on a 
philosophy of free will. Consistently, its standpoint has been 
the self-determining human protagonist rather than the im¬ 
pinging environment. For all his awareness of social condi¬ 
tioning, Veblen followed James and Dewey in insisting that 
man was an active agent Similarly Du Bois, although he died 
a Communist, never abandoned the philosophical idealism of 
his teachers James and Royce.^^ 

Neither man saw community as a threat to freedom. Du 
Bois hoped that Afro-Americans could transfer to this country 
“the communalism of the African clan.”^^ Veblen shared 
Marx s aflFection for primitive communism, as in his description 
of those peaceable “savage” communities characterized by 
“a certain amiable ineflGiciency when confronted with force or 
fraud.”^® Characteristically, he reserved his most passionate 
advocacy of that way of life for an appendix to a book on an¬ 
other subject. Here he praised the old Scandinavian “small- 
scale, half-anarchistic, neighborhood plan of society,” a “con¬ 
ventionally systematized anarchy regulated by common sense” 
in which justice meant a readiness to “live and let live” and 
“no public authority and no legally concerted action ordi¬ 
narily is called in to redress grievances.” These little Utopias 
had been destroyed by technological advance. But ever since 
men 

passed the technological limit of tolerance of that archaic scheme 
of use and wont they have been restlessly casting back for some 
workable compromise that would permit their ideal of ^ocal 
self-government” by neighborly common sense to live somehow 
in the shadow of the large-scale coercive rule that killed it.^ 

n 

A natural question arises as to whether the good society 
envisioned by Winstanley and Lilbume, Paine and Godwin, 
Ballou and Thoreau, Gronlund and Veblen—a league of self- 
governing fraternities, a national association of congregations 
concerned not only (if at all) with religion but with all the 
aflFairs of life—is hopelessly utopian and irrelevant. 

The American Revolution provides a working model for 
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an answer.^® In 1775-1776 Americans dismembered and over¬ 
threw their government. Whether the American War for In¬ 
dependence was also an American revolution is debatable if 
one looks to the war s effect on American economy or society: 
slavery, for example, was left essentially undisturbed. But if 
revolution is defined in its simplest sense, as the overthrow of 
constituted authority, a revolution obviously occurred. Not 
only was the jurisdiction of the British government rejected, 
but in one colony after another the old political institutions 
lost their authority and new ones—committees of safety and 
correspondence, provincial conventions—took power. 

It was the work of these committees that convinced Tom 
Paine that most of what central governments did could better 
be done by autonomous local bodies. “For upward of two 
years from the commencement of the American War, and to a 
longer period in several of the American states,” Paine wrote, 
“there were no established forms of government. The old gov¬ 
ernments had been abolished, and the country was too much 
occupied in defense, to employ its attention in establishing 
new governments; yet during this interval, order and harmony 
were preserved as inviolate as in any country in Europe.”^® 

The American Revolution suggests that the kind of de¬ 
centralized, self-governing institutions idealized by American 
revolutionaries of the past (and present) tend to emerge 
spontaneously in revolutionary situations. When masses of 
people are drawn into resistance to authorities which oppress 
them, institutions more accessible to those masses will arise of 
their own accord. They will arise not because someone 
envisions them beforehand or desires their appearance on 
grounds of abstract principle; but because they are necessary. 
“Common interest,” as Paine said, “produces common secu- 
rity.”^^ Characteristically, such institutions will be open to 
anyone who wants to come, not merely authorized repre¬ 
sentatives, and will in fact take their tone from the physical 
presence of “the mob.” So it was with the French National 
Assembly, when the common people of the Paris “sections” 
invaded the galleries; or with the Petrograd Soviet, where 
(according to John Reed) workingmen debated until ex- 
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hRusted, slept in the halls, then returned to the continuous 
process of decision-making; or with the Boston Town Meet- 
ing, in which, so British officials complained, men voted who 
had no legal right to. 

The democratic movement in the American Revolution has 
usually been associated with the demand for single-chamber 
legislatures. What the ad hoc bodies of the Revolution signi¬ 
fied, however, was the additional insistence that the best of 
legislatures be continually checked and guided by “the people 
out of doors,” acting through new institutions of their own de¬ 
vising. This was a demand not simply for an end to conven¬ 
tional bicameralism, but for what might perhaps be termed 
“bicameralism from below ” 

This process is not inconsistent wdth the recognition, em¬ 
phasized by recent scholarship, that the character of the 
Revolution was defensive. In fact most revolutions, including 
the French Revolution of 1789, are at the outset not aggressive 
attempts to achieve something new but efforts to defend what 
already exists.^® But in our revolution as in so many others, 
the mob called onto the stage as puppets remained as pro¬ 
tagonists, the institutions devised to transmit orders from 
above began to send up orders from below, old families 
found themselves thrust out of places of leadership in favor of 
“new men,” and the words of the revolution's manifesto began 
to quiver with new meanings. 

The process of revolution begins when, by demonstrations 
or strikes or electoral victories in the context of supplementary 
direct action, the way a society makes its decisions is forced 
to change. This is something very real even when the be¬ 
ginnings are small. It means, not just that a given decision 
is different in substance, but that the process of decision¬ 
making becomes more responsive to the ordinarily inarticulate. 
New faces appear in the group that makes the decision, alter¬ 
natives are publicly discussed in advance, more bodies have 
to be consulted. As the revolutionary situation deepens, the 
broadening of the decision-maldng process becomes institu¬ 
tionalized. Alongside the customary structure of authority, 
parallel bodies—organs of “dual power,” as Trotsky called 
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—arise. All that had been closed and mysterious in 
the procedure of the parent institution becomes open and 
visible in the workings of its counterpart. Decision-makers, 
appointed to the former, are elected to the latter. Parallel 
boies in different places begin to communicate, to devise 
means of coordination: a new structure of representation de¬ 
velops out of direct democracy and controlled by it. Suddenly, 
in whole parts of the country and in entire areas of daily life, 
it becomes apparent that people are obeying the new organs 
of authority rather than the old ones. Finally, an act or a series 
of acts of legitimation occur: ad hoc committees lay down 
their powers, submit to re-election, are given new names. The 
task becomes building into the new society something of that 
sense of shared purpose and tangibly shaping a common 
destiny which characterized the revolution at its most intense. 

Of course, such institutional improvisation is made easier 
if there are pre-existing organizations of the poor. Thus in 
England, when Elizabethan Puritans abandoned their jBrst 
hope of reorganizing the national church immediately, they 
were nevertheless able to go a “longer way round'^ to revolu¬ 
tion by organizing on the basis of “household discussion and 
education"' and “congregational independency.""®^ When in the 
1640s the revolution came, the Baptist congregations of London 
ratified the Leveller manifestos and the soldiers of the New 
Model Army drew on their experience of religious organiza¬ 
tion to throw up a network of “agitators"' to enforce their 
demands.®^ Similarly E. P. Thompson observes of the ap¬ 
parent quiescence of early eighteenth-century Dissenters: “the 
resolution of the sects to patiently suffer from the world' 
while abstaining from the hope of attaining to its ^Rule and 
Government' enabled them to combine political quietism with 
a land of slumbering Radicalism—^preserved in the imagery of 
sermons and tracts and in democratic forms of organisation— 
which might, in any more hopeful context, break into fire 
once more."®^ And in the industrial revolution, according to 
the Hammonds, Methodist congregations served English work¬ 
ingmen as improvised schools where they might learn the 
skills of chairmanship and public speaking required to build 
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trade-unions.^® In our own time, Negro Baptist congregations 
in the American South served in the same way as organiza¬ 
tional nuclei for the civil rights revolt. 

m 

What, therefore, calls for final emphasis is the fact that 
‘TDicameralism from below” is not simply a utopian vision but a 
means of struggle toward that vision. 

The intellectual origins of the American radical tradition 
were rooted in men’s effort to make a way of life at once 
free and communal. What held together these dissenters 
from the capitalist consensus was more than ideology: it was 
also the daily practice of libertarian and fraternal attitudes in 
institutions of their own making. The clubs, the unorthodox 
congregations, the fledgling trade-unions were the tangible 
means, in theological language the ‘‘works,” by which revo¬ 
lutionaries kept alive their faith that men could live together 
in a radically different way. In times of crisis resistance turned 
into revolution; the underground congregation burst forth as 
a model for the Kingdom of God on earth, and an organ of 
secular "dual power.” 

The revolutionary tradition is more than words and more 
than isolated acts. Men create, maintain, and rediscover a 
tradition of struggle by the crystallization of ideas and actions 
into organizations which they make for themselves. Parallel 
to Leviathan, the Kingdom is dreamed, discussed, in minuscule 
form established. Within the womb of the old society —it is 
Marx s metaphor—^the new society is bom. 
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